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"WITH THE QUIET STURDY STRENGTH OF THE FOLK OF AN OLDER 
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  and Gastronomy 
ABSTRACT 
 Historic houses function as the stages for, and central figures in, processes of 
place-making and heritage construction.  I offer the case site of the Fairbanks House 
(completed in 1641) in Dedham, Massachusetts as the subject of my investigation into 
these issues.  Touted as the "oldest timber frame house in North America," the Fairbanks 
House is widely regarded as a significant example of early colonial architecture in the 
United States; it has operated as a house museum since it was purchased by the Fairbanks 
Family in America, Inc. stewardship group in 1904.  This study expands beyond antiquity 
to include all eight generations of Fairbanks families who lived on the property.  I argue 
that longevity, and a durational perspective that links the past with the present, is equally 
vital to peoples' understanding and appreciation. 
 I trace the biography of the Fairbanks House from its creation in the early 17th 
century to its current use as a heritage site.  This perspective emphasizes the continued 
x 
saliency of accumulated individual decisions and actions, reified by both material culture 
and immaterial processes such as tradition and memory.  I use archaeological, 
architectural, documentary, and oral sources to reconstruct the landscape of the Fairbanks 
farm and I demonstrate how residents made day-to-day choices, such as land purchases or 
neighborly socializing, to improve their socio-economic standing and establish a future 
for their children.  In doing so for eight generations, they established a legacy that was 
celebrated beginning in the 19th century, when Fairbanks women living in the house 
promoted their family's history through storytelling and published media.  These 
processes of heritage construction remain continuous and personal, as shown by the 
results of an ethnographic study that I designed, which reveals that Fairbanks House 
museum visitors define historicity not through specific facts about the Fairbanks family 
but through their own narratives based on their engagement with the site's material 
culture.  In addition to providing an important example of how generations of modestly-
successful New England farmers adapted their surroundings to fit their values and goals, 
this study positions local house museums as dynamic spaces for creative, personal 
engagements with the past.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 In the introduction of his recent book, The Dark Abyss of Time: Archaeology and 
Memory, Laurent Olivier commented that "the subject of archaeology is nothing other 
than the imprint of the past inscribed in matter" (2011: xv).  This passage, which largely 
serves as the inspiration for this study, relates a broader contemporary interest in the 
nature of temporality and its relationship to archaeology (e.g., Murray 1999; Karlsson 
2001; Olivier 1999, 2001, 2004, 2011; Lucas 2005, 2006; Bailey 2007; Bailey and 
Galanidou 2009).  Because of its duel emphasis on material culture and past societies, 
archaeology is well-situated to explore issues of time. 
 I am interested in temporality as it relates to processes of place-making and 
heritage construction.  I offer the case site of the Fairbanks House (completed in 1641) in 
Dedham, Massachusetts, as the subject of my investigations into these issues (Figure 1–
1).  I explore the history of the Fairbanks House and its occupants in an attempt to 
reconstruct the contexts in which residents made decisions based on their needs, values, 
and goals.  My approach focuses on the long-term occupation of the house, which allows 
me to chart how occupants' choices affected and were affected by the material culture 
with which they were surrounded.  I follow the site's transition from house to house 
museum, illustrating how alterations to the Fairbanks House landscape were informed by 
the heritage agenda of its stewards.  I also use the results of an ethnographic study of 
visitor experiences at the Fairbanks House museum, in conjunction with the historical  
2 
  
Fi
gu
re
 1
–1
: L
oc
at
io
n 
of
 th
e 
Fa
ir
ba
nk
s H
ou
se
 (i
nd
ic
at
ed
 b
y 
th
e 
st
ar
) o
n 
th
re
e 
sc
al
es
: (
fr
om
 le
ft)
 
ea
st
er
n 
se
ab
oa
rd
 o
f t
he
 U
ni
te
d 
St
at
es
, N
ew
 E
ng
la
nd
 re
gi
on
, a
nd
 to
w
n 
of
 D
ed
ha
m
 (F
ig
ur
e 
by
 
au
th
or
). 
3 
survey of the home's occupation, to describe the ways in which museum patrons define 
historicity.  Finally, through this assessment, I aim to reinterpret local museums, often 
thought to be interpretively antiquated, as dynamic spaces for creative, personal 
engagements with the past. 
 At its root, this project is concerned with time.  Regularly touted as the "oldest 
timber frame house in North America," the Fairbanks House is widely regarded as one of 
the most significant examples of early colonial architecture in the United States.  It has 
been the subject of significant architectural analysis, most notably by leading New 
England architectural historian Abbott Lowell Cummings (1979, 2002).  The house was 
home to eight successive generations of Fairbanks residents and has also operated as a 
museum since it was purchased by the Fairbanks Family in America, Inc. (FFA) 
stewardship group in 1904.  While the Fairbanks House is rightly celebrated for its 
antiquity, my project reorients this temporal focus to include all eight generations of 
Fairbanks families who lived on the property.  By adopting what I have termed a 
durational perspective, I trace the biography of the Fairbanks House from its creation in 
the early 17th century to its current use as a heritage site.   
 A durational perspective is a blend of two major theoretical paradigms.  The first 
is what Tim Ingold calls a "dwelling perspective," which views the landscape as "an 
enduring record of—and testimony to—the lives and works of past generations who have 
dwelt within it, and in doing so, have left something of themselves" (1993: 152).  Within 
this framework, the landscape is seen not as a static space to be filled or emptied of 
4 
people and things during periods of occupation; it is a hybrid, dynamic space that both 
shapes the lives of its residents and is shaped by them in tangible and intangible ways.  
Thus I am principally interested in locating those pieces of the past that contribute to 
processes of “place-making,” or the accumulation of individual, meaningful decisions, 
actions, and events that formed the landscape of the Fairbanks farm (e.g., Tuan 1977; 
Lefebvre 1991; Massey 1994; Adams et al. 2001; Blake 2004).  
 The second underlying principle of a durational perspective is the understanding 
that time is expressed in collections of individual durations, rather than a singular 
chronology.  As Olivier writes, “the past itself is not made up of a series of successive 
temporalities but is basically multi-temporal at any time” (2001: 70).  He continues 
(Olivier 2001: 66), arguing that 
the present is made up of an accumulation of all the previous states whose 
successions have built this present “as it is now. ” . . . The current state of 
the present—as it is physically—basically consists of a palimpsest of all  
the durations of the past that have been recorded in matter. 
The implication of this argument is that in order to comprehend the decisions and actions 
of individuals within a particular context, we must understand the durations present at 
that moment that guided their choices.  Or, put another way, durations existing at a 
particular moment are the reults of the actions of those individuals who previously 
occupied the space.  Whereas Olivier based his argument on the durations of material 
culture, I extend it to include ephemeral durations such as stories, traditions, and 
memories.  The persistence or dissolution of intangible elements on a landscape reflect 
the needs and desires of its current or previous residents. 
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Background: The Fairbanks House 
 Visitors to the Fairbanks House are granted an uncommon treat: the opportunity 
to examine a standing 17th-century wood-frame house (Figure 1–2).  Although its 
architectural skeleton is slumping in places and sinking in others, it still stands, 
(ostensibly) impervious to the weight of time that tends to grind buildings such as this 
into dust and out of the public consciousness.  After a few steps through the front door 
and left through the entry-way, the visitor arrives in the hall.  Looking up, she can see the 
hall's summer beam, a massive oak timber that stretches across the ceiling.  The beam's 
smooth surface hides any traces of the tools which separated wood from tree nearly 400 
years ago. 
Figure 1–2: A 1936 photograph of the Fairbanks House from the southeast (Photo 
courtesy of the Historic American Buildings Survey). 
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 In pursuit of a felling date more exact than "nearly 400 years ago," 
dendrochronologists from the Oxford Dendrochronology Laboratory extracted samples 
from the hall's summer beam, as well as several other elements of the house's frame, in 
the spring of 2002 (Miles et al. 2002: 31–35).  Nineteen total samples were taken, of 
which only three could be reliably dated.  These included samples from a sill beam, a 
ceiling joist, and the summer beam.  The latter timber was dated to the winter of 1637/8 
and the ceiling joist, which was jointed to the summer beam, was dated to the winter of 
1640/41.  The sill beam, which did not contain complete sapwood and thus could not be 
assessed as precisely, was felled sometime around 1618 ± 6–28 years.  These data led 
Miles et al. to conclude that "the house was under construction as early as 1641" (2002: 
32). 
 The 1641 date is significant by a number of metrics.  In addition to making the 
house 372 years old, it means that the Fairbanks House was constructed roughly 34 years 
after the establishment of the first permanent English settlement in the New World at 
Jamestown, Virginia (1607), 12 years after the Massachusetts Bay Company was issued 
its charter (1629), and a mere 5 years after the establishment of the town of Dedham 
(1636).  The timing of these events demonstrates the depth of the Fairbanks family's roots 
in local, national, and international histories.  They also highlight exactly why the 
Fairbanks House is such a marvel: through season upon season, events great and small, 
and the lives of generations who slept beneath its eaves, the house has endured. 
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 Throughout the Fairbanks House's life, it was occupied (and modified) by eight 
generations of families (see Appendix 1).  It was commissioned by Jonathan and Grace 
Fairbanks, who arrived in Dedham with their six children in 1636.  There they carved out 
an agricultural homestead where they cultivated crops and raised livestock while playing 
important civic and religious roles within the town.  When Jonathan died, he bequeathed 
the family estate to his eldest son, John.  From John, the homestead passed from father to 
son for several generations, from John to Joseph, from Joseph to Joseph Jr., and from 
Joseph Jr. to Joseph III.  When Joseph III sold the estate to his four brothers, John, Israel, 
Samuel, and Ebenezer, in 1755, it took a series of exchanges for Ebenezer to become sole 
owner by 1769.  Ebenezer passed the homestead to his son, Ebenezer Jr., who bequeathed 
it to his wife, Mary, when he died in 1832.   Mary's three unmarried daughters, Prudence, 
Sally, and Nancy, received the estate in 1843 and held it until their respective deaths in 
the late 19th century.  The house reached its final owner, Rebecca Fairbanks (Prudence, 
Sally, and Nancy's niece), in 1879.  Elderly and infirm, Rebecca eventually decided that 
she could no longer maintain the house and it was set to be sold in 1896.  Intervention by 
the newly formed FFA, aided by Boston philanthropists J. Armory and Martha C. 
Codman, saved the building from destruction and in 1904, it opened as a museum.  Since 
that time, it has hosted thousands of visitors from around the globe.  It has also acted as a 
pilgrimage destination for countless Fairbanks family descendants, many of whom return 
to the house for family reunions that have been held annually on the property since 1902. 
 Most of the Fairbanks households practiced mixed husbandry with varying 
degrees of success while riding the highs and lows of regional and national social, 
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economic, and political trends.  Their lives stretched beyond their homelot to plots of 
land scattered across Dedham and its surrounding environs.  In turbulent times, family 
members settled new territories, fought in wars, and struggled to overcome social 
scandals.  In their day-to-day lives, Fairbanks households produced domestic 
manufactures, attended services in the local meetinghouse, and visited with friends and 
neighbors.  They provide an important example of middling farmers living in New 
England over a long period of time.  The later generations of residents steered the estate 
away from mixed husbandry towards smaller-scale, domestically-oriented pursuits, such 
as garden cultivation and chicken raising.  They also promoted their family's identity and 
helped to affix the Fairbanks House in the collective memory of the heritage industry. 
 Upon conversion into a museum, the house was filled with material culture of all 
kinds.  Most of the objects were antiques and heirlooms donated by members of the 
extended Fairbanks family.  The collections are currently arranged according to function 
(e.g., cooking items in the kitchen, tools in the lean-to) irrespective of time period; only a 
small portion of the material culture was made, purchased, used, displayed, or discarded 
by Fairbanks House occupants.  The resulting assemblage is a complex spatio-temporal 
network of relations.  Visitors to the museum are taken on a guided tour of the house, 
where they are able to view the exhibited material culture without the impediment of 
velvet ropes or barricades.  This experience currently attracts approximately 1,000–3,000 
visitors annually. 
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Research Framework 
 I have approached this project with the goal of addressing three sets of research 
questions.  These questions concern the Fairbanks House both as a domicile and as a 
museum.  In my study of the house's biography as a residence, I examine the Fairbanks 
households on multiple scales, focusing on how individuals, families, and the Dedham 
community interacted at the site.  As members of the Fairbanks households discussed 
politics with neighbors, hosted important community members, and chatted with friends 
over tea, their interactions both constituted and occurred in response to events on the 
local, regional, and national scales.  In order to understand the motivations and desires 
behind the Fairbanks' actions, I have taken a contextual-interpretive approach that 
combines the sources available to historical archaeologists (material culture, documentary 
record, oral history, etc.) to reconstruct the durational settings in which the families' 
choices were made (see Wilkie 2009).  When considering the Fairbanks House as a 
museum, I investigate how the site's biography and that of its residents affected the 
presentation of the past at the site.  By applying a durational perspective to these issues, I 
demonstrate that the transition between the two periods in the house's history was gradual 
and complicated; processes of "memory work" (see Mills and Walker 2008b) and 
heritage construction began while the house was still occupied by family members.  My 
broader goal for this research is to contribute to archaeology's understanding of time not 
as an uninterrupted march towards the future, but as a fluid, contextual process expressed 
in material and immaterial durations. 
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 It is important to acknowledge two methodological complications before 
proceeding to my research questions.  The first is the inherent folding of time that occurs 
during interpretation, collapsing the past into the present.  Archaeologists Cornelius 
Holtorf (2002a, 2002b) and Gavin Lucas (2005) have expressed concern that 
interpretations constructed in the present often ignore their own present-centeredness; 
they seem to occur out-of-time, in a sense, as omnipresent archaeologists comment and 
compare material across time periods.  I certainly acknowledge that my own interests 
guided this project; indeed, it was during my initial visits to the Fairbanks House in 2009 
that I was confronted with the durational complexity of an architectural relic tucked into a 
busy suburban neighborhood.  These experiences molded my approach to this project.  
That said, while I agree with Holtorf's and Lucas' fundamental awareness of the temporal 
bias that comes with archaeological interpretation, I also believe that a contextual-
interpretive, biographical approach to a site can help to lessen these biasing effects (see 
Wilkie 2009).  By examining the Fairbanks households' decisions and goals within their 
durational context (through my own admittedly contemporary lens), I believe that I have 
arrived at a fuller understanding of their motivations. 
 The second methodological complication relates to the chronological presentation 
of my research.  A significant element of Holtorf and Lucas' trepidation with temporality 
comes from traditional understandings of chronological time as unidirectional and 
illustrative of progress.  In this study, I present a biography of the Fairbanks House site 
that spans roughly 380 years and moves generally in a chronological manner.  In doing 
so, I acknowledge that the site that was cut into the landscape by Jonathan, Grace, and 
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their family was a very different place than that occupied by later generations of 
Fairbanks, or that which today hosts tourists from throughout the world.  The house and 
the land on which it sat has meant different things to different people throughout its 
history; by exploring it contextually, I follow Holtorf in viewing the Fairbanks House not 
as one site, but as many sites (2002b: 178).  This perspective helps me avoid telling a 
singular narrative that paints the house's current condition as the inevitable result of years 
of progress. 
 My first set of research questions concerns the occupants of the Fairbanks House 
and their interactions with their surroundings: 
1. How did Fairbanks House residents structure their surroundings  
 according to their needs, values, and plans for the future? 
 How were these decisions made in relation to extant durations on the  
 property?  How did the decisions effect extant durations? 
To address these questions, I outline the Fairbanks House's occupational history, 
beginning with Jonathan, Grace, and their family's journey to New England in the early 
1630s and ending when Rebecca Fairbanks vacated the home in 1904.  Using a 
combination of archaeological, documentary, and architectural sources, together with oral 
history, I reconstructed the Fairbanks households and located alterations made to their 
material (e.g., architectural, material cultural, territorial) and immaterial (e.g., memorial, 
heritage) landscapes.  By comparing the households' biographies with their contemporary 
landscapes and the changes made to them, I was able to interpret the motivations behind 
the families' decisions. 
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 The second set of research questions concerns the relationship between the 
Fairbanks House's occupational history and the presentation of the past in the Fairbanks 
House museum: 
 2.  How are generations of Fairbanks House occupation reflected in the 
 Fairbanks House museum?  How do museum visitors engage with the  
  site's durational narrative? 
To address these questions, I performed an in-depth study of the Fairbanks House 
museum, including its collections, display policies and traditions, and visitor experience.  
The latter is informed by a written survey distributed to museum patrons during the 2012 
tour season (May–October).  The survey's purpose was two-fold: first, to collect 
demographic information about the visitor population to help the FFA characterize their 
patrons, and second, to determine how museum guests responded to the site's collections.  
In particular, the second portion of the survey was designed to assess how visitors 
engaged with the multiple durations present in the exhibited objects.  The results of this 
survey shed light on the role that material culture and the aesthetic characteristics of 
duration play in museum experiences. 
 The final set of research questions concerns the Fairbanks House site's current 
condition: 
 3. Which tangible and intangible durations are present at the Fairbanks 
 House site and how are they reflections of and contributors to  
  processes of place-making and heritage construction? 
To address these questions, I consider the durations that have survived on the Fairbanks 
House landscape and reflect on the factors that contributed to their survival (and to the 
extinction of other durations).  Included in this assessment are the physical markers of 
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household choices and the ephemeral record of stories, memories, and associations.  I 
offer a number of observations about how the Fairbanks House's identity is currently 
preserved and promoted, and open the door to future research along these lines. 
 
Organization of Study 
 I have divided this research across nine chapters designed to address my three sets 
of research questions.  In Chapter 2, I present a review of literature relevant to the various 
themes underpinning my work.  Included in this review are discussions of temporality, 
landscape archaeology, household archaeology, contemporary heritage issues, and New 
England archaeology.  I use Chapter 3 to outline all of the archaeological investigations 
that have been conducted on the Fairbanks House property.  This fieldwork, undertaken 
over the last 40 years, resulted in new information about the ways in which Fairbanks 
House residents defined themselves materially.  Excavations also altered the durational 
history of the site, unearthing objects and pushing their trajectories in new directions, 
either into the museum or into the archives. 
 In Chapter 4, I discuss the settlement of Dedham and how its founders' vision of 
Puritan communitas shaped the early social and political development of the town.  By 
considering the rules established by Dedham's early government, I explore how the daily 
lives of the town's residents were structured according to their agricultural, civic, and 
religious practices and obligations.  I then trace the Fairbanks family's growth in 15th-, 
16th-, and 17th-century England, and follow the journey made by Jonathan, Grace, and 
their family to New England in the 1630s.  Next, I detail the construction of the Fairbanks 
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House and the ways that Jonathan and Grace shaped their family's landscape to suit their 
needs.  The experiences of the first Fairbanks generation provide many of the durational 
trajectories that are most important to museum visitors and, especially, to contemporary 
Fairbanks descendants.  After introducing these originary stories, I show how the second 
generation of Fairbanks continued their lives in Dedham in a similar manner to their 
parents.  John and Sarah worked alongside their children to establish a competency for 
their offspring's future.  As they did so, they altered their home and landscape in an effort 
in improve their present and future conditions.  This chapter ends soon after John and 
Sarah's deaths in the late 17th century; the results of their plans can be seen in the 
following chapter. 
 In Chapters 5 and 6, I discuss the lives of the least- and best-known households 
who resided in the Fairbanks House.  Chapter 5 spans the late 17th century to the mid-
18th century and concerns the third, fourth, and fifth generations of Fairbanks: Joseph Sr. 
and Dorcas, Joseph Jr. and Abigail, and Joseph III and Frances, and their respective 
families.  Ostensibly, few durations remain from these families' lives at the Fairbanks 
House site, but these generations were integral to the duration of the family identity and 
its place on the ancestral homestead.  In Chapter 6, I review the process by which 
Ebenezer Sr. secured the Fairbanks estate from his brothers, and then detail the manner in 
which Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence improved their family's status via land acquisition, 
architectural expansion, and socialization.  Next, I examine the scandalous murder trial of 
Jason Fairbanks and how Ebenezer Sr. and Ebenezer Jr.'s families worked together to 
mitigate the trial's deleterious effects on the Fairbanks identity.  Finally, I study how the 
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maintenance of the family's social standing may have contributed to the estate's eventual 
decline.  Both Ebenezer Sr. and Ebenezer Jr.'s families altered their landscapes in tangible 
and intangible ways and the effects of their decisions linger to this day. 
 Chapter 7 begins when Mary Fairbanks received the homestead following the 
death of her husband, Ebenezer Jr., in 1832.  I follow Mary's efforts to steer the family 
away from agricultural operations into smaller-scale domestic ventures, efforts that were 
continued by Mary's daughters, Prudence, Sally, and Nancy, after they inherited the 
estate in 1843.  I also explore how the Fairbanks women manipulated their family 
narrative to promote the Fairbanks identity even as their estate declined in size and value.  
This chapter concludes with a description of Rebecca Fairbanks' time in the Fairbanks 
House and her eventual sale of the property at the end of the 19th century.  In Chapter 8, I 
chart later alterations to the Fairbanks House property, the role of the Fairbanks 
descendant community in maintaining the site, and the means by which the house's 
identity was distributed through a variety of media.  This discussion establishes a number 
of durations present on the contemporary Fairbanks landscape.  I then shift focus to the 
Fairbanks House museum's internal structure and organization.  This provides the basis 
for my analysis of the 2012 visitor survey results.  Using the theoretical concepts of 
patina and aura, as they are defined by philosopher Walter Benjamin (1999 [1927], 
2003), I argue that visitor experiences are defined by their perceptions of duration and 
historicity.  In Chapter 9, the final chapter of this study, I consider the Fairbanks House 
from a durational perspective, reviewing the durations that persist on the contemporary 
landscape and those that have been altered, muted, or forgotten.  I then discuss the factors 
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that contribute to the survival or extinction of durational trajectories and point to several 
avenues for future research into these processes. 
 
Research Outcomes 
 My research contributes to the broader academic conversation across a variety of 
disciplines, including archaeology, material culture studies, and heritage studies.  First, it 
provides a long-term, in-depth examination of a New England historic house and its 
occupants as they shaped their surroundings according to their needs, values, and goals.  
This study provides a glimpse at how households of middling New Englanders 
contributed to and responded to events on multiple scales.  It also offers an example of 
how residents of a New England historic home were able to appropriate and reinterpret 
historical narratives to promote their family's identity.  Finally, this work presents a novel 
perspective on how visitors connect with tangible and intangible durations in house 
museum settings.  In doing so, it resituates local museums as important locations for 
heritage engagements.  In terms of methodology, my research approaches place-making 
and heritage construction from a distinctly inter-disciplinary approach, including the 
incorporation of standing architecture, archaeological remains, a robust documentary 
record, oral testimony, and ethnographic survey.  It also demonstrates that a durational 
perspective, with its emphasis on the use of space and the resulting physical and 
ephemeral durational trajectories, can yield unique insight into the ways in which people 
engage with their surroundings according to past experiences, present needs, and goals 
for the future. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE FAIRBANKS HOUSE IN CONTEXT:  
A LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 In this chapter, I review the intellectual traditions that inform my study of the 
Fairbanks House site.  I begin by discussing how time has been considered by 
archaeologists, tracing the theoretical lines that combine to form a durational perspective.  
Next I review concepts of place and place-making to demonstrate my understanding of 
how the Fairbanks House site and its unique identity have come to exist.  I then describe 
how archaeologists have approached landscapes and households at a variety of scales.  
This background provides my theoretical framework for conceiving of the Fairbanks 
households and their daily lives.  Finally, I place my research among traditions of New 
England archaeology and agricultural history. 
 
Time and Archaeology 
 Time and archaeology are inextricably linked.  Archaeologists are challenged 
with locating the material residues of past societies and putting them in a temporal order 
that permits interpretation.  The typical manifestation of this disciplinary reality comes in 
the form of absolute or relative dating—tying objects, sites, or groups of people to 
specific dates or to relational positions along a general chronology.  When sharing our 
work with colleagues, we tend to situate ourselves within temporal periods, describing 
our work in Iron Age settlements, Paleolithic technology, or historical archaeology.  
These eras allow us to readily identify our research agendas with particular suites of 
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social, political, and material traits, despite widespread recognition that these terms are 
regionally variant (e.g., the transition from the Iron to the Bronze Age) or ethically 
problematic (e.g., the implication that "prehistorical" societies existed before history).  
We use geological principles of stratigraphy, material and stylistic trends such as 
seriation, and scientific analysis to determine the chronological parameters for our 
archaeological investigations. 
 With varied interest in archaeological contexts has come a varied approach to the 
scales of archaeological inquiry.  One of the most well-known and concerted efforts to 
understand multi-scalar historical processes emerged from the French Annales School, 
whose advocates sought to shift the focus of historical study to the larger processes that 
shaped the past.  Fernand Braudel, a later champion of the Annales School whose work 
has impacted many scholars, proposed that history be viewed on three scales: the short 
term (the event), middle term (social processes), and long term (geographical or 
environmental time) (Braudel 1972, 1980).  Although the notion that time is observable 
on multiple levels has found favor among archaeologists, most recognize that the Annales 
model is largely a "top-down" system in which the longue durée is viewed as the guiding 
force behind middle and short term processes (e.g., Little and Shackel 1989; Lucas 2006).  
As Lucas reminds us, "for historical archaeology, the danger in producing 'totalising' 
histories lies not only in a privileging of European perspectives, but also in the attendant 
flattening out of local diversity and particular histories" (2006: 39). 
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 In an effort to avoid these dangers, historical archaeologists have adopted 
different approaches to temporality.  Some of these frameworks are biographical in 
nature.  For example, scholars have focused on the biography of a single object or group 
of objects, tracing the shifting meanings and social relations surrounding the life-cycles 
of material culture (e.g., Appadurai 1986; Turgeon 1997; Hoskins 1998; Gosden and 
Marshall 1999; Holtorf 2002a; Lucas 2005; Beaudry and Parno 2013).  A biographical 
ontology allows archaeologists to consider all aspects of an object's life-cycle, from its 
raw materials and production to its acquisition and use to its disuse, discard, and potential 
reemergence through archaeological discovery.  These stages are interrelated and allow 
scholars to explore the networks of social relations through which material culture passes 
(Schiffer 1987; Knappett and Malafouris 2008; Knappett et al. 2010; Knappett 2012).  
While these studies place material culture at the fore, other approaches chart the 
biographies of individuals, families, or other small groups (e.g., Praetzellis and Praetzellis 
1998; Gilchrist 2000; Wilkie 2003; Beaudry 1998, 2006; King 2006).  These 
archaeologists used a combination of documentary and material records to relate the life 
histories of people and their socio-material interactions.  A related branch of scholarship 
that has inspired some archaeologists is microhistory, or the detailed scrutiny of an event 
as a means of understanding larger societal processes (see Brooks et al. 2008).  Most 
microhistorians cite Leo Tolstoy's War and Peace and the work of Carlo Ginzberg 
(himself a Tolstoy devotee; 1976, 1993) as motivation for their work.  Seen more as a 
perspective or bundle of practices than a defined school, microhistory generally includes 
"a return to narrative, detailed analysis on a small scale, and the search for unforeseen 
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meanings" resulting from a "disenchantment with grand theories of modernization" 
(Brooks et al. 2008: 4).  Archaeologists such as Mary Beaudry (2008) and Christopher 
DeCorse (2008) have used microhistory to construct biographies that demonstrate not 
only established identities, but those that are aspired for, barely glimpsed, or failed. 
 Other scholars look for time as it is measured in material culture, viewing age as 
the accumulation of physical wear.  French philosopher Henri Bergson, when describing 
the accumulation of knowledge over time, wrote that, “my mental state, as it advances on 
the road of time, is continually swelling with the duration which it accumulates: it goes 
on increasing—rolling upon itself, as a snowball on the snow” (1944: 2).  In this case, 
Bergson described the effect of the past on his mind, but we can apply the same notion to 
material culture.  The accumulation of an object's past is ever-present and insistent, or, as 
Bergson states, “is prolonged into its present, and abides there, actual and acting” (1944: 
15).  As a result, when studying the past, we cannot possibly avoid its persistence in the 
present (e.g., Shanks and Tilley 1992; Hodder 1999).  Citing German philosopher Martin 
Heidegger (1962), Håkon Karlsson (2001: 55–56) argues that,  
there is no gap of time between the past and the present that we can 
transcend in our striving for a better understanding of the isolated past.  
Nor is there a flow of time, in which in a later phase we can understand an 
earlier phase, without taking into consideration the circumstance that ‘the 
character of having been’ is intimately interwoven with both ‘the present’  
and ‘the future as approaching,’ i.e. the temporality of the interpreter. 
Time is, from this perspective, a palimpsest consisting of past, present, and future in 
every instant. 
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 This perception of time is relevant to archaeological practices.  Processes of 
change and endurance manifest themselves physically on material objects.  As Olivier 
argues, because they change, people and objects are temporally and physically multi-
directional (2001: 65–66).  He writes that (Olivier 2001: 65–66),  
living things, such as systems and beings, are continuously evolving but 
they simultaneously remain what they are, since, through growth, every 
stage of their transformation is recorded in matter.  In other words, 
evolutionary processes simultaneously follow two opposite directions: one 
points towards the future (by transforming), while the other goes back 
towards the past, (by ageing), that is to say, by constantly preserving a  
record of the present.  
Thus, by observing instances of change and examining signs of duration as physical 
expressions, we can attempt to access the biographies of objects and the people who 
interacted with them.  Part of this biography involves changes in meaning.  Archaeologist 
Geoff Bailey argues that objects are "palimpsests of meaning" comprised of "the 
succession of meanings acquired by a particular object, or group of objects, as a result of 
different uses, contexts of use and associations to which they have been exposed" (2007: 
208).  This assessment is reminiscent of what Walter Benjamin called "hollowed-out 
things" (Benjamin, 1999 [1927]: 466 [N5, 2]).  To Benjamin, hollowed-out things were 
mundane objects whose use, or lack thereof, allowed them to be emptied and filled with 
meaning according to their context, user, etc.  Olivier, Bailey, and Benjamin's 
understandings of temporality are also significant because of their emphasis on the visible 
markers of time.  Duration is measured in patina, which Lucas defines as "that quality of 
an object that indicates age, the signs of longevity—gloss on old wood, spots on old 
silver or pewter, general wear and tear" (2005: 89).  To Olivier, patina, and the age it 
22 
implies, is closely related to memory and, by extension, archaeology is "fundamentally 
engaged in studying the way the identities of things and beings are transformed by their 
own history" (2011: 65–66). 
 It is this conception of time that I find most useful in my study of the Fairbanks 
House.  As a home, the site has been subject to changes that are visible in the durations 
present (and absent) on its landscape.  Its age is evident in the house's worn surfaces and 
sagging frame.  At the same time, the Fairbanks House has been "transformed by [its] 
own history" (again borrowing from Olivier [2011: 66]) as its antiquity has been 
appropriated for the purposes of stakeholders operating in the present.  In my study of the 
house, I take a biographical approach to both the site and its occupants, positioning them 
as intertwined actants who both contributed to and were affected by multi-scalar events.  
I focus on time as expressed in duration, examining how decisions were made within the 
context of multi-temporal material and immaterial surroundings.  Finally, I view memory, 
narrative, and heritage as crucial elements of the Fairbanks House landscape that possess 
durational qualities that are sometimes perceivable. 
 When discussing the biographies of objects and ephemeral elements such as 
traditions, narratives, and memories, I use the term "trajectory" (in place of chronology, 
for instance) because I believe that it avoids implications of progress or evolution and 
instead emphasizes the movement or distribution of an object or ephemeral element 
across a network of social relations.  From this perspective, we can consider a site as a 
collection of trajectories that is fluid and should be understood contextually, rather than 
23 
as a fixed assemblage that is most important as it exists in the moment we study it.  
Similarly, I use the term "duration" to include those artifacts, architecture, or intangible 
aspects of a landscape that endure or cease to endure (this helps me avoid having to recite 
that I am considering both the tangible and intangible elements of a landscape).  Thus a 
durational trajectory is the movement or path of a duration from its planning and creation 
to its uses, eventual discard, and potential reinvention and reuse. 
 
Place-making at the Fairbanks House 
 Time and duration have direct effects on definitions of place.  Place-making and 
the space/place dichotomy have become key investigative angles in the social sciences 
(e.g., Tuan 1977; Lefebvre 1991; Duncan and Ley 1993; Massey 1994; Cresswell 1996; 
Feld and Basso 1996; Low 1996; Adams et al. 2001; Blake 2004).  At their heart is the 
question of how people create, recreate, and interact with the physical areas around them, 
thus shifting a merely spatial setting into a socially defined, dynamic place (cf. Thomas 
1996: 83).  In the short term, the construction of place is often linked to practice theories 
that position the repeated, fluid actions of individuals at the center of social production 
within a given space (Bourdieu 1977; de Certeau 1984).  Over the long term, place is 
often referred to as a palimpsest and seen as the accumulation of social production, 
experience, and memory (e.g., Bender 1993, 1998; Tilley 1994; Schama 1995; Stewart 
and Strathern 2003; Holtorf and Williams 2006).  In this way, a place is “both context 
and content” operating on multiple scales simultaneously (Preucel and Meskell 2004: 
219).   
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 Many conceptions of place are tied to the complex narrative of meaning and 
human experience.  Nicole Branton defines place as the "common human tendency to 
attach cultural meaning (often connected to individual or group memory) to discrete 
locations" (2009: 52).  In his description of place, Julian Thomas argued that, “places 
enter directly into the sense of selfhood.  Place thus comes to have a temporal character 
through its intertwining of human identities, as well as through its own ceaseless change” 
(1996: 90).  It is also important to remember that places are, as Margaret Rodman wrote, 
“local and multiple” (1992: 643).  Impressions of a place are personal.  Links between 
multiple formations of experienced places are what create culture and history (Rodman 
1992: 643; I applied this understanding of place to my discussion of heritage at the 
Fairbanks House museum, as it was informed by an ethnographic survey of museum 
visitors, in Chapter 8).  From this point of view, place, meaning, experience, and memory 
are enmeshed and inseparable—places are defined as the stages that at once shape and are 
shaped by meaningful human experience. 
 There is an element of temporality in impressions of place.  Places take on 
character over time as the actions of those who occupy are inscribed on its surfaces.  This 
is what Ingold calls the "dwelling perspective" (introduced in Chapter 1; 1993: 152; see 
also Ingold 2000).  He continues (Ingold 1993: 152–153), identifying the landscape as a 
story:  
It enfolds the lives and times of predecessors who, over the generations, 
have moved around in it and played their part in its formation.  To 
perceive the landscape is therefore to carry out an act of remembrance, 
and remembering is not so much a matter of calling up an internal image, 
stored in the mind, as of engaging perceptually with an environment that is  
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itself pregnant with the past. 
My research is then itself an act of remembrance as I engage with the Fairbanks House, 
pregnant as it is with the past.  With the understanding that a place is altered by those 
who dwell within it and those who involve it in acts of contemporary memory, we arrive 
at the characterization of place-making that I offered in Chapter 1: the accumulation of 
individual, meaningful decisions, actions, and events that formed a landscape and the 
narratives, memories, and traditions associated with it. 
 It is Ingold's rendering of place, and my definition of place-making, that informs 
my research.  I view the temporal, material, and immaterial components of place as knit 
together by the actions of contemporary individuals.  Traces of these actions accumulate, 
combining to constitute a place.  Because they comprise place, they also are imbricated in 
the choices made by those who interact with the site—these decisions are based on the 
durational trajectories of past choices that remain on the landscape, as well as those that 
no longer exist.  Olivier echoes this characterization of place: "the identity of a site that 
comes down to us, which is to say the memory it holds, is essentially perpetuated as it has 
been 'translated' in the present, as it has had to adapt continuously to the new demands 
placed on it by current use" (2011: 65).  This is true as much now as it was in the past.  
For this reason, I have attempted to approach contextually the decisions made by each 
household of Fairbanks House occupants to determine how the site as it was constituted 
guided their actions.  Furthermore, by studying the durational trajectories that are 
currently present at the site, I can determine how processes of place-making brought it to 
its contemporary state. 
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Conceiving of the Fairbanks House Landscape 
Landscapes are, in some ways, the physical manifestations of place.  Branton 
asserts that landscape archaeology is fundamentally the archaeology of place defined as 
"a paradigm that in its simplicity encompasses all the material elements of human-
environment relationships through time" (2009: 51).  This assessment is similar to Yi-Fu 
Tuan's evaluation of the landscape as a product of the human mind that is overlain across 
the environment, which for Tuan is a basic, physical part of reality (1979).  Ingold 
questions this human/nature dichotomy, arguing that both landscape and environment are 
defined by those who occupy them (2000: 193).  This claim is akin to those made by 
phenomenologists such as Martin Heidegger (1962) who argue that individuals' 
perceptions of the world are what constitute it. 
The investigation of landscape, including individuals' relationships with both 
buildings and the land that surrounds them, is concerned with issues of scale.  Most 
landscape projects consistently maneuver between the scales of individual actants, their 
material culture, and larger physical terrains, including properties, cities, regions, and 
countries (Bender 1993; Tilley 1994; Schama 1995; Ashmore and Knapp1999; Kealhofer 
1999; Thomas 2001; Stewart and Strathern 2003; Holtorf and Williams 2006; Johnson 
2007; Upton 2008).  Beginning in the 1980s, critical theorists applied Marxist 
interpretations to the study of designed landscapes, arguing that their material culture 
played an active role in the creation and reinforcement of social relationships (Leone 
1984, 1988, 1995, 2005; Leone and Potter 1999; Leone and Shackel 1990).  For instance, 
archaeologist Mark Leone analyzed the 18th-century garden of William Paca, a member 
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of the Maryland elite, arguing that the lush landscape signified Paca’s control over nature 
and thus showcased his elite status to all who entered his property (1984, 1988, 2005).  
As the gaze of many scholars turned to the role of agency in the construction of meaning, 
Leone’s study has been criticized for asserting a universal understanding of the garden 
(cf. Beaudry et al. 1991).   
Partially in response to this criticism, Barbara Little’s work in Annapolis, 
Maryland, placed an emphasis on the distribution of space between the craft and domestic 
spheres while using an individual 18th-century newspaper printer, Anne Catherine Green, 
as her focal point (1998).  From this vantage point, Little was able to tack back and forth 
from Green’s restructuring of place on her own property, specifically the reconnection of 
her home and her printshop, and the larger ideology in Annapolis which called for a 
divide between industrial and domestic spaces.  By analyzing the spatial changes made 
by a single individual in light of the contemporaneous social atmosphere as represented 
in the pages of the Maryland Gazette, Little was able to make interesting and valuable 
statements regarding the nature of agency in Annapolis.  Unlike Leone's study, which 
assumed that members of Paca's community would experience his garden in similar 
ways, Little's work highlighted the ability of individuals to act within, and indeed exploit, 
systems of cultural values for personal socio-economic gains. 
In a similar effort to highlight the effective actions of individuals within a 
landscape, Beaudry (1989) and Stephen Mrozowski et al. (1996) explored the spaces of 
the 19th-century Boott Mills boardinghouses in Lowell, Massachusetts.  Their studies 
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eschewed a “top-down” interpretation in favor of examining how the mill workers 
created their own personal spaces within the corporate landscape.  By analyzing 
recovered artifacts in conjunction with the spatial layout of the boardinghouses, factories, 
and other associated buildings, these scholars were able to describe the workers’ 
appropriations of space for personal hygiene, presentation of self, and illicit alcohol 
consumption.  Mill workers subverted the company's prescribed rules in unexpected 
ways, striving to forge identities within the homogenizing environment of corporate 
labor.  The Boott Mills archaeological study illustrated the ways that archaeology can 
reveal the actions of individuals within a large corporate setting.  
Approaches to the study of landscape have also considered the physical act of 
moving through spaces.  Drawing influence from phenomenology, including Martin 
Heidegger’s (1962) concepts of learning through experience and Michel de Certeau’s 
(1984) examination of the ways that traversing city streets affected the lives of city-
dwellers, these works focused on how the effects of lived experiences accumulated to 
shape the ways that individuals’ viewed their world.  For instance, archaeologist Lu Ann 
De Cunzo argued that the spaces of the 19th-century Magdalen Society Asylum in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, were intentionally structured to shelter women from the 
outside world via high fences and complex internal architecture (1995, 2006).  She 
described the rites of passage performed upon a woman’s entrance to the asylum that 
were designed to cleanse her and ready her for a new beginning.  And later, the daily 
lives of the “fallen women” were structured through routine tasks and chores.  According 
to De Cunzo, despite the reformers’ best efforts, the women of the asylum challenged 
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restrictions by forming illicit relationships and appropriating materials such as cigarettes 
and alcohol. 
While the aforementioned studies approach human/object/landscape interactions 
in creative and surprising ways, it is also useful to remember individuals also engage with  
landscapes that are immaterial or imagined.  A growing number of archaeologists are 
interested in the ways in which landscape and memory intersect (e.g., Tarlow 2000; 
Buchli and Lucas 2001b; Shackel 2001; Bradley 2002; Van Dyke and Alcock 2003; 
Holtorf and Williams 2006).  Highlighting the act of remembering as equally important to 
the memory itself, Cornelius Holtorf and Howard Williams argue that landscapes 
typically referred to as palimpsests (i.e., those containing remains from various historical 
periods) can also be described as landscapes of "retrospective memory" (2006: 237).  
Such landscapes are those "through which the past appears to impact upon the present 
through physical and material traces as people look back at what has happened in the 
same landscape before their own time" (Holtorf and Williams 2006: 237–238).  
Retrospective memory differs from memory in that it is created, not experienced: 
"retrospective memories create the past at particular places and through certain social 
practices" (Holtorf and Williams 2006: 238).  In this way, time and landscape combine to 
construct a sense of place.  These acts of remembrance are usually triggered by physical 
remains, but often people construct landscapes that exist only in their minds, with no 
material correlates (see Bertram 2008; Janowski and Ingold 2012).  For example, Lisa 
Kealhofer illustrated how Virginia colonists defined their worlds based on explored and 
unexplored or cleared and uncleared portions of their surroundings (1999).  The unseen 
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territory took on an Otherness that manifested itself in the colonists imaginations and 
affected their perceptions of their environment. 
 I view the Fairbanks House landscape as encompassing the spaces in which 
generations of Fairbanks households acted, and those spaces that visitors and descendants 
have explored over the last 109 years.  This includes the Fairbanks House, the various 
plots of the land the Fairbanks families owned at any given moment, and any areas 
through which they moved in Dedham, the Boston-area, and the remainder of New 
England.  Aided by my durational perspective, I attempt to understand the Fairbanks 
landscape as the residents themselves conceived of it.  To achieve this understanding, I 
focus on how the interactions between people, objects, and ephemeral traces such as 
memories and traditions accumulated to construct the Fairbanks landscape.  This requires 
an investigation that travels back and forth between different scales at different times.  
Ultimately, I am interested in the Fairbanks households' relationships with their 
surroundings, how those relationships changed over time, and how they shaped the site as 
it currently exists. 
 
Archaeology of the Fairbanks Households 
 One of my primary scales of analysis is that of the household.  This focus comes 
both because my central subjects are a historic house and its occupants, but also because, 
as Victor Buchli writes, "the home is typically how we know the world and know about 
people who inhabit the world" (2010: 503).  Eugene Hammel famously noted that the 
household is the “symbolically meaningful social group that forms the next bigger thing 
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on the social map after the individual” (1984: 40) which, while general in nature, 
supports Beaudry’s assertion that households are most effectively defined contextually 
(2004: 255).  Some of the earliest archaeological efforts to analyze households were 
made by archaeologists studying Mesoamerican societies (Wilk and Rathje 1982; Wilk 
and Netting 1984; cf. Allison 1999; Carballo 2011).  These scholars used the term 
household in opposition to the somewhat amorphous and elusive “family.”  While there is 
clearly a relationship between family and household, the two have been shown 
ethnographically to be mutually exclusive (Laslett and Wall 1972; Yanagisako 1979).   In 
an effort to avoid this quagmire, archaeologists embraced a task-based approach that 
focused on what households do rather than what they are (King 2006: 297).  These works 
emphasized the structure of household economic and reproductive activities, and these 
actions were seen as microcosmic correlates to larger society.   
 Similarly, for both James Deetz (1977, 1982) and Henry Glassie (1975), the 
household was a significant center for the production of meaning within society and as 
such, its materials could be analyzed on a basic, structural level.  They were interested in 
what social groups thought, believing that by observing changes in material culture and 
design processes (particularly as evidenced in everyday artifacts and architectural forms), 
one could access basic mental structures that influenced the ways in which people related 
to the world around them.  Deetz argued that assemblages from New England domestic 
sites reflected patterns that were indicative of a universal transformation of worldview 
from a medieval mindset, which valued organic communality, to a Georgian order, which 
emphasized logic, individualism, and privacy.  Likewise, Glassie charted alterations 
32 
made to the floor plans of vernacular buildings in Louisa County, Virginia, and generated 
a pattern that correlated a changing worldview with changes in design processes.  Charles 
Fairbanks, working in the early 1970s on Spanish sites in St. Augustine, Florida, was one 
of the first historical archaeologists to argue that domestic refuse would shed light on 
households and household activities (1977).  Practicing what he called "backyard 
archaeology," Fairbanks and his students targeted backlots, cellar holes, and middens in 
search of artifact patterns that would define domestic behaviors across similar sites 
(1977). 
 Some scholars have criticized structuralist interpretations of the past for 
generalizing social and material change while overlooking individuals as “subjects, 
agents, and embodied beings” (Hendon 2004: 274).  Rather than studying households as 
“faceless blobs” (Tringham 1991), feminist theorists sought a return to the individual 
while reexamining deeply entrenched notions about gender roles that were assumed to 
operate within the household sphere (Gero and Conkey 1991; Seifert 1991; Spencer-
Wood 1996, 2004).  Additionally, the practice theories offered by Bourdieu (1977), de 
Certeau (1984), and others provided many scholars with a way of viewing the household 
as a center of social production and reproduction via the analysis of the repeated 
individual actions of human agents (Barile and Brandon 2004: 8).  This perspective 
retained a focus on the individual while implying that relationships and interactions were 
not based on rigid underlying structures, but were instead fluid and renegotiated on a 
daily basis (King 2006: 304). 
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 Many scholars studying New England houses have drawn inspiration from 
historians working in the 1960s and 1970s who used households to analyze change on the 
scale of the town or village (e.g., Greven 1970; Gross 1976; Lockridge 1985; Demos 
2000).  These historians explored how family cycles of growth and decline affected 
demographic patterns and the development of towns in the region.  Speaking generally 
about the beliefs that structured the lives of New England farmers, James Henretta argued 
that the family's economic gains were "subordinate to (or encompassed by) two other 
goals: the yearly subsistence and the long-run financial security of the family unit" (1978: 
19).  These "lineal family values" guided the households' daily and long-term decisions as 
residents tried to secure their family's intergenerational future (Henretta 1978: 30). 
 Some archaeologists that have combined archaeological data with an interest in 
family cycles.  Many of these scholars have been influenced by Deetz, such as Marley 
Brown III and Anne Yentsch.  Brown, in his work at the Jacob Mott Farm in Portsmouth, 
Rhode Island, used documentary and architectural data to link archaeological deposits 
with alterations made to the farm's landscape during changes in the household cycle 
(1973, 1987).  Taking a "life course perspective," Brown traced change over three 
different time-scales ("historical time," "family time," and "archaeological time") to 
locate relationships between multi-generational family history and the farm's 
archaeological record (1987: 20).  Yentsch took a similar approach in studying the 
Calvert family in Annapolis, Maryland (1994).  Her study explored connections between 
household cycles, archaeological deposits, and landscape features.  Other efforts along 
these lines have been made by Stephen Mrozowski and Mark Groover.  Using mean 
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ceramic dating, Mrozowski organized ceramic assemblages from two domestic sites in 
Boston and two from the greater metropolitan area according to specific household 
occupations (1984).  Mrozowski's primary goal was devising a model that would allow 
for a more refined understanding of household transition and its relationship to site 
formation processes.  Groover studied four generations of family farm owners at the 
Nicholas Gibbs farmstead in Knox County, Tennessee, in an effort to determine "the 
influence of family life cycles upon landscape change and material consumption" (2008: 
79; see also Groover 1998, 2003).  In his attention to site formation processes and periods 
of purchase and discard of material culture, Groover's study was similar to Brown's.  The 
two approaches diverged where Groover drew inspiration from world-systems theory to 
discuss the relationship of the Gibbs family's agricultural practices to market capitalism. 
 It is important to note that household archaeology takes interest not only in the 
domicile, but in the entire property.  At the foundation of this research is the 
understanding that while the house was certainly one area in which the production of 
social values took place, the experience of households extended beyond the walls of the 
domicile to encompass outbuildings, yards, fences, roads, and more (Beaudry 1986).  
Relevant scales of household and landscape analysis then move outward from the house 
and include the neighborhood, the town, the region, and the nation.  John Worrell et al. 
referred to their research design that focused on these nested frameworks as “archaeology 
from the ground up” (1996).  Their investigation of the Bixby house in Barre, 
Massachusetts, incorporated a variety of sources, including standing buildings 
assessments, documents, and archaeological data, woven together to interpret how 
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changes made to the Bixby property compared and contrasted with the broader scales of 
the neighborhood and the region.  This approach placed emphasis on the individual 
members of the household, following their histories across scalar boundaries.  Thus, it 
becomes evident that larger processes such as household social status, community spatial 
patterning, and national economic development consist of series of individual decisions 
and actions (cf. Brooks et al.2008). 
In order to gain insight into the lives of individual people, many archaeologists, 
such as Beaudry (1996, 2006a, 2006b; Beaudry et al. 1991; Cochran and Beaudry 2006), 
De Cunzo (1996), Adrian Praetzellis and Mary Praetzellis (2001), and Laurie Wilkie 
(2009), have drawn influence from the work of Clifford Geertz (1973) and adopted a 
contextual-interpretive approach.  Such an approach recognizes that meaning is a product 
of the setting in which it is produced.  It also recognizes the active role that material 
culture plays in the creation and constant renegotiation of meaning.  In this framework, it 
is acknowledged that meaning and value are constructed idiosyncratically within an 
individual setting and as such, artifacts are imbued with layers of significance that may 
be read differently by different people (Appadurai 1986; Kopytoff 1986).   
Individual identity and decision-making are often reflected in historical 
archaeologists’ studies of small finds (cf. White and Beaudry 2009).  Diana Loren’s study 
of culture contact between French colonists and Native Americans tribes in Louisiana 
emphasized the role that artifacts of personal adornment played in the negotiation of 
personal identities during a period in which social barriers were tested and redefined in 
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the New World (2007).  With a similar focus on small finds, Beaudry showed how 
sewing implements can be interpreted not only as craft instruments, but as tools in 
women’s presentation of self and the promotion of concepts of “industry, cleanliness, and 
spirituality” (Cochran and Beaudry 2006: 200; see also Beaudry 2006; Loren and 
Beaudry 2006).  What these studies had in common is a close, interpretive reading of 
small bits of material culture that are often overlooked or pushed into generalized 
categories such as “Personal Effects.” 
Small finds are not the only artifact category that lends itself to the analysis of 
individual actions—large quantities of mass-produced artifacts are equally important.  
With industrialization came objects that were easily acquired at low prices, and fragments 
of such artifacts tend to dominate assemblages from historic-period sites.  
Anthropologists such as Arjun Appadurai (1986) and Daniel Miller (1987, 1995, 1998) 
have examined how an expanding market permitted a greater range of choice, and thus 
mass-produced artifacts can be seen as representative of explicit decisions on the part of 
the household.  Value in this case can often be investigated on a contextual basis with the 
understanding that the importance placed on a particular category of material varied from 
individual to individual.  At the scale of the household, contextual-interpretive artifact 
analysis can prove quite useful. 
 I view the households who occupied the Fairbanks House site as a dynamic group 
of individuals who acted according to the values and goals within their particular context 
(which consisted of a particular collection of durational trajectories).  These groups 
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consisted not only of members of the immediate and extended Fairbanks families, but 
also of seasonal farmhands, overnight guests, and visitors from throughout the 
community.  Households swelled and shrank as seasons changed, social cycles shifted, 
and children grew to adulthood, married and left home, or remained into their later years.  
These groups, and the individuals within them, projected identities that were fluid based 
on their experiences, beliefs, and aspirations.  Because many of these traits were 
communicated, structured, and negotiated via engagements with material and immaterial 
culture, my archaeological approach to the Fairbanks House site's durational trajectories 
is well-positioned to access the Fairbanks households' identities.  This requires a multi-
scalar perspective that acknowledges the manifold social circles in which the households 
enacted their identities, both as groups and as individuals. 
 
Heritage Construction 
 In his recent book, Heritage: Critical Approaches, Rodney Harrison spent several 
pages describing just how difficult it is to define "heritage" (2012: 13–20).  He pointed 
out that heritage, as a term, is used to characterize a variety of things, from buildings to 
cuisine to commemorative practices.  Harrison asserted that "heritage is not a 'thing' or a 
historical or political movement, but refers to a set of attitudes to, and relationships with, 
the past" (2012: 14).  This definition is similar to one offered by Laurajane Smith: 
"heritage is a multilayered performance—be this a performance of visiting, managing, 
interpretation or conservation—that embodies acts of remembrance and commemoration 
while negotiating and constructing a sense of place, belonging and understanding in the 
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present" (2006: 3).  Smith's assessment of heritage demonstrates its temporal complexity; 
heritage engagements involve present interactions with a variety of real and imagined 
pasts.  The significance of this fact is that the study of heritage reveals as much, if not 
more, about the present than it does about the past.  Returning to Smith, she writes that 
heritage, "engages with acts of remembering that work to create ways to understand and 
engage with the present, and the sites themselves are cultural tools that can facilitate, but 
are not necessarily vital for, this process" (2006: 44).  It is this present-centered aspect of 
heritage that is critical to understanding how and why people engage with the past. 
 Because heritage occurs in the present, it requires contemporary negotiation, 
interpretation, and facilitation, which in turn means that such engagements often become 
commoditized and politicized.  Since Eric Hobsbawn (1983) identified the invention of 
traditions and David Lowenthal (1985) declared that "the past is a foreign country," the 
discipline of heritage studies has boomed and scholars are increasingly probing the ways 
in which individuals and groups leverage the past to address present concerns (for 
reviews, see Schofield and Johnson 2006; Smith 2006; Harrison 2012).  Heritage, as 
opposed to history, is a commodity.  Gregory Ashworth defined this relationship, writing 
that “history is the remembered record of the past: heritage is a contemporary commodity 
purposefully created to satisfy contemporary consumption” (1994: 16).  Both as an 
abstract concept and as a commoditized representation, heritage is fundamentally 
dependent on the construction and representation of place.  The ability of heritage to 
represent a place often necessitates a recognition and evaluation of authenticity, which is 
generally determined by either physical condition or, more conceptually, as a feeling or 
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“a condition of an object that can be revealed insofar as it exists but cannot be willfully 
created” (Holtorf 2005: 112).  Indeed, the requirements for attaining protection under 
many national heritage organizations include an assessment of integrity and authenticity 
(e.g., Larsen 1995; cf. Lowenthal 1996; Holtorf 2005).  Assessing authenticity can be 
challenging because it is often subjective, contextual, and culturally-defined.  Because 
these assessments are bounded up in choices, heritage is also fundamentally political.  As 
questions regarding the heritage of a place or people emerge, contention over whose 
heritage is remembered, preserved, and presented often arises (e.g., Buchli and Lucas 
2001a; Lawrence and Shepherd 2006; Schofield and Johnson 2006; Stolten 2007; 
Hamilton and Shopes 2008).  This decision of what to keep, discard, recognize, protect, 
or restore is never made in a vacuum and always comes with some sort of agenda (see 
Chapter 9 for a discussion of how these decisions operate in local museums). 
 I am interested in how heritage is conceived of and constructed at the Fairbanks 
House.  Individuals, such as museum visitors, and groups, such as the Fairbanks 
descendant community, engage with the site in a variety of ways for a variety of 
purposes.  I believe, following Smith (2006), that the heritage experience at the Fairbanks 
House is subjective; the house and its existing environs are different sites for different 
people, depending on their needs and beliefs (Holtorf 2002b).  While heritage at the 
Fairbanks House is informed to a certain extent by the durational trajectories present on 
the property, it is not wholly reliant upon them.  I argue that physical and immaterial 
vestiges of the past are created, edited, and deleted by different stakeholders at different 
times (consider, for example, narratives constructed by Fairbanks House occupants in the 
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late 19th century that linked the Fairbanks family with post-Civil War patriotism and 
nostalgia; see Chapter 8).  Ultimately, aspects of temporality, place, landscape, and 
memory are appropriated and interpreted by individuals through their heritage 
engagements at the Fairbanks House site. 
 
Archaeology at a New England Historic House 
 The practice of archaeology directly impacts a site's temporality, sense of place, 
and landscape, while affording new possibilities for heritage engagements (arguably, 
archaeology is itself a type of heritage engagement).  My archaeological study of the 
Fairbanks House is part of a long history of archaeology conducted in New England.  
Research in the region has been driven by academic study, cultural resource management 
(CRM) projects, and combinations of the two (e.g., the Boston University Office of 
Public Archaeology, the Fiske Center for Archaeological Research at the University of 
Massachusetts Boston).  James Deetz, one of the best-known and important figures in 
New England historical archaeology, brought a significant amount of attention to the 
region's archaeological remains.  Deetz excavated a variety of sites in New England, 
including the Parting Ways site in Plymouth, Massachusetts, the Bradford house in 
Kingston, Massachusetts, and Plimoth Plantation in Plymouth, Massachusetts (where he 
worked with Henry Hornblower II).  At these sites and others, Deetz established a 
number of influential theories and practices, such as gravestone seriation, an emphasis on 
the Georgian stylistic order, and the communicative power of everyday material culture 
(see Deetz 1977).  Deetz and the generations of his students that followed in his footsteps 
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were integral in raising the profile of historical archaeology in New England (Yentsch 
and Beaudry 1992). 
 Many New England archaeologists have studied Native American groups living in 
the region, both before and after the arrival of European explorers (e.g, Ritchie 1969; 
Johnson 2000; Kerber 2002, 2006; Robinson et al. 2009; Lothrop et al. 2011).  In 
particular, scholars have investigated the results of interactions between indigenous 
populations and Europeans occurring over the last 500 years (e.g., Bragdon 1981, 1996, 
2010; Hodge 2005, 2013; Coe 2006; Mrozowski et al. 2009; Silliman 2005, 2009, 2010a, 
2010b; Clements 2011).  The contact period (and the years that followed) yielded 
complex socio-political relations between groups from vastly different cultural 
backgrounds, resulting in new forms of identity expression and repression.  For example, 
archaeologist Christina Hodge has demonstrated how creation of Harvard University's so-
called "Indian College" in 1655 introduced new possibilities for discourse between 
Native American students and the English colonial system that structured the space 
(2013).  Similarly, Stephen Mrozowski and a team of scholars from various institutions 
have explored how issues of Native American identity endure today and how archaeology 
can aid in indigenous groups' attempts to achieve federal recognition (2009). 
 Another central topic in New England historical archaeology has been the lives of 
African-Americans in the region (e.g., Bower and Rushing 1980; Bower 1991; Garman 
1994, 1998; Fitts 1996; Chan 2007a, 2007b; Hutchins 2013).  In a region that is often 
overlooked or underemphasized when considering African-American experiences, 
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archaeologists have shown that their lives in New England were just as complex and 
challenging as they were in other regions.  Archaeologist Alexandra Chan's study of 
slave/slave-owner relations at the Isaac Royall House in Medford, Massachusetts, 
illustrates the ways that slaves and owners negotiated relationships through their material 
surroundings (2007a, 2007b).  According to Chan, the Royall family used material 
culture, including both objects and the placement of landscape features such as buildings 
and fences, to communicate their elite status to their community, while the enslaved 
workers maintained their "private personae" in their quarters, yards, and in the estate's 
out-of-the-way spaces through recreation and cultural practices such as magic and folk 
medicine (2007b: 128).  In particular, Chan combats myths that New England bondage 
was somehow less repugnant than it was elsewhere by challenging the notion that the 
region's slave-owners cultivated a sense of family among slaves and their masters.  
African-American experiences were also challenging outside of enslavement contexts.  
For instance, in her study of the 18th-century Parting Ways community on the Kingston-
Plymouth town border in Massachusetts, archaeologist Karen Hutchins argues that free 
African-Americans (among other marginalized groups) were permitted to inhabit the 
periphery of the settled towns because the territory had traditionally been perceived as 
fringe land—a marginal space for a marginal people (2013: 162).  Because of its ability 
to interrogate material records, in addition to documentary sources, archaeology has 
proven well-suited to investigating the nature of African-American experiences in New 
England. 
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 For many years, New England archaeologists have provided new insight into 
urban and industrial spaces (e.g., Pendery 1977, 1992; Beaudry and Blosser 1982; Kelso 
and Beaudry 1990; Landon 1996; Elia 1997; Bowen 1998; Cook 1998; Seasholes 1998, 
2003; Nassaney and Abel 2000; Keim 2013).  Major construction projects, such as the 
Central Artery/Tunnel Project in Boston, Massachusetts, have resulted in a wealth of 
archaeological data that reveals traces of urban life over the past 400 years (see Bower 
1998).  Other archaeologists have focused their efforts on probing the landscapes of New 
England's industrial past.  Beaudry and Mrozowski's project at the Boott textile mill in 
Lowell, Massachusetts, is one of the best-known examples of such work (see above; 
Beaudry and Mrozowski 1987a, 1987b, 1989; Beaudry 1989, 1993; Beaudry et al. 1991; 
Mrozowski et al. 1996). 
 Rural sites have also featured prominently in New England archaeological 
projects (e.g., Brown 1973; Brown and Juli 1974; Bowen 1975; Bower 1977; Starbuck 
1980; Seasholes 1986; Beaudry 1987, 1994a, 1994b, 2001, 2008; Landon 1988; Ziesing 
1990; Mascia 1995; Clement 1998; Paynter 2002; Chan 2007b; Lentz and Beaudry 2007; 
Beranek 2008, 2012).  John Wilson (1990) and Mark Groover (2008) have argued for the 
significance of studying farmsteads throughout America, both because they can shed light 
on what it meant to live rurally in the past and because such sites are regularly 
encountered in CRM contexts.  Archaeological investigations of rural New England sites 
have demonstrated how people traversed material and social networks that served to 
connect urban and rural spaces.  By questioning the divide between urban and rural 
societies, archaeologists have delineated the connectedness of people in the historical era.  
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For example, Beaudry's study of merchants and their families at the Spencer-Pierce-Little 
House in Newbury, Massachusetts, has shown how wealthy individuals performed their 
social status in rural retirement though feasting and lavish entertaining, even while 
suffering financial distress (2008).  Elsewhere, Christa Beranek (2011, 2012), Christina 
Hodge (2009), and Robert Paynter (2002) have illustrated how rural residents 
manipulated the narratives associated with their farming communities to connect their 
heritage identities to regional and national agendas.  The insight provided by these 
projects has been enlightening; my research draws from their conclusions, while also 
focusing on the primary focus of the Fairbanks' daily lives: agriculture. 
On the Character of New England Farming 
 Historians have traced the history of New England agricultural development and 
characterized its practitioners in a variety of ways (Bidwell 1917; Bidwell and Falconer 
1925; Bushman 1967; Danhof 1969; Gross 1976; Cronon 1983; Lockridge 1986; 
Merchant 1989; Vickers 1994; Innes 1995; Donahue 2004).  The earliest, and perhaps 
traditional, picture of agricultural life in New England is that of a family working in the 
fields, subsisting entirely on the fruits of their own labors, economically and culturally 
isolated from the surrounding world (Bidwell 1917; Bidwell and Falconer 1925; Danhof 
1969).  In this iteration, the farmer was a jack-of-all-trades who fought to produce 
everything he and his family needed with the materials found in his local environment.  
The yeoman typically struggled with New England's stony soils, ignored European 
advances in agricultural methods, and cultivated his modest plot of land into exhaustion, 
thereby jeopardizing his children's future.  This self-sufficiency then collapsed in the late 
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18th century and early 19th century as transnational markets emerged and farmers could 
finally look outwards to distribute their goods (Bidwell 1917: 245).  While these early 
histories offer invaluable details about the fundamentals of agriculture in the region, their 
tendency to label New England farmers as rather obstinate has been challenged. 
 Beginning in the second half of the 20th century, scholars began seeing colonial 
farmers' avoidance of market economies as a marker of traditional Puritan community 
ties (Bushman 1967; Gross 1976; Lockridge 1986).  In this model, yeoman shunned the 
market and its capitalist allures in favor of a close-knit and self-sufficient town (self-
sufficiency, in this case, has now moved beyond the individual to extend to the 
community).  Exchange was reciprocal and based on a fundamental "moral economy" 
(see Thompson 1971).  The community eventually fell victim to the same symptoms 
described by earlier historians: population growth and degradation of land quality.  Thus 
the inability to pass workable land to the town's offspring led to shifts in cultural values.  
Some, however, have argued that Puritanism and capitalism were not mutually exclusive, 
or even opposed, ideals (e.g., Innes 1995).  These scholars have highlighted the work 
ethic necessary to drag a subsistence out of the soil as a quintessential Puritan value.  The 
ability to labor and participate in market economies for the good of their families was 
laudable, not shameful (cf. Collinson 2001). 
 Other scholarship has taken an environmental approach, studying the impact of 
both native and English agriculture on the New England landscape (Cronon 1983; 
Merchant 1987; Donahue 2004).  Some argue that while Native Americans had learned to 
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coexist with the land, colonists were driven by profit motives, which led them to 
capitalize on their natural environment almost immediately upon arrival (Cronon 1983; 
Merchant 1987).  The acts seen as necessary to the establishment of English towns—
clearing forests, hunting to support sedentary populations, repeated farming—were the 
very processes that led to the land's decay.  Donahue contrasts these histories with those 
of earlier writers: "where economists see slow but steady progress from wilderness to 
civilization, environmentalists see a long slide from ecological harmony toward 
alienation and abuse" (2004: 22).  Most of these historians, and many others, have also 
problematized the notion of self-sufficiency (e.g., Cohen 1988; Hubka 1988; Vickers 
1994; Donahue 2004).  Farmers could not afford to remain isolated from their neighbors 
or the broader marketplace.  Instead, they were "interdependent" on both their children to 
supply labor and their neighbors in networks of labor exchange, trade, and credit, all of 
which were linked to a market economy driven by a profit motive (Vickers 1994: 73; 
Cohen 1988: 49). 
 Brian Donahue, in his book The Great Meadow: Farmers and the Land in 
Colonial Concord (2004), has arrived at an approach that combines many of the strengths 
of those outlined above.  Donahue questions the degree of environmental impact yeomen 
had upon their lands.  If, after hundreds of years, farmers still tilled the land of a town as 
old as Concord, could the soil really have been completely exhausted within the first one 
hundred years of occupation?  Above all, Donahue argues, the mixed husbandry brought 
by the colonists to the New World was, in fact, environmentally sustainable—to a point.  
Throughout his book, Donahue highlights the vast and understated importance of 
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meadows, which yielded the invaluable grasses and hays that fed livestock and in turn 
provided nutrients (via manure) for the arable lands (2004: 1).  While Donahue's work is 
chiefly concerned with the town of Concord and further study could help to extend his 
theses more fully into other New England towns, Dedham's residents were certainly 
aware of the vital importance of their meadows.  In 1659, after a period of heavy spring 
rains compromised the hay yield from the town's common land, the selectmen prohibited 
all citizens from cutting grasses on penalty of a stiff fine (Hill 1894: 4).  The long-term 
viability of the common meadows had to be preserved at all costs because when the 
balance between available hay and tillage could be maintained, the agricultural system 
provided an array of products that could support "a fair-sized community" (Donahue 
2004: 22).  It was when this balance shifted in the wake of rapid population increases that 
the system shifted and many of New England's children looked away from their fields for 
their primary subsistence. 
 My study of the Fairbanks House, its landscape, and its occupants approaches 
agricultural life from an archaeological perspective.  The project is situated within the 
intellectual tradition of New England archaeology, providing a long-term consideration 
of everyday life in rural Dedham.  By combining archaeological, documentary, and oral 
sources, I explore all aspects of the Fairbanks' lives, from their day-to-day farming 
activities to their unique experiences.  I examine the Fairbanks farm on multiple scales to 
determine how its residents rode seasonal rhythms and social currents to maximize their 
contemporary agricultural output and future prospects.  For most of the generations who 
48 
inhabited the Fairbanks House, farming was their central focus; as such, for much of this 
study, it is also mine. 
 
Summary 
 The Fairbanks House site sits at the intersection of the interrelated and 
interdependent elements of time, place, material culture, and heritage.  Through the years 
they lived at the house, whether farming or socializing, participating in town affairs or 
fighting in international conflicts, residents formed connections with people and objects.  
At each moment, Fairbanks households made decisions for the future based on these 
connections, and their choices would affect their surroundings and their lives.  Durational 
trajectories, the material and immaterial echoes of the Fairbanks' decisions, combined to 
form the Fairbanks House landscape and give it a sense of place.  Some of these 
trajectories remain today, but many do not.  In the chapters that follow, I trace the 
Fairbanks house's history, spanning its time as the center of an agricultural enterprise and 
its years as a heritage site.  Throughout this study, I examine the durational trajectories 
present at the Fairbanks House, ending with the durations encountered by contemporary 
visitors to the property.  Ultimately, these trajectories are what contributed to processes 
of place-making and the construction of heritage at the Fairbanks House site. 
49 
CHAPTER THREE 
ARCHAEOLOGY AT THE FAIRBANKS HOUSE 
 
 Given the Fairbanks property's rich history, as well as its notoriety, it should come 
as no surprise that it has been the subject of archaeological inquiry.  It also should not be 
surprising that these earlier projects were conducted in tandem with architectural repairs 
made to various parts of the building.  After all, three hundred-plus years of existence has 
a way of weighing on the frame of a house and, as architectural historian James Garvin 
reminds us, "few old houses survive without some alteration" (2002: 2).  Archaeology at 
the Fairbanks House has resulted in the discovery of important features and thousands of 
artifacts.  Recorded in this historical material are the plans, hopes, decisions, and 
reactions of the Fairbanks households over the course of many generations.  These 
choices created, extended, augmented, or ended the durational trajectories of the site's 
material culture and immaterial narratives.  Archaeology, however, is but one piece of 
evidence we can use to trace the property's history, one that often comes with as many 
questions as it does answers.  The archaeological record is visible at different resolutions 
at different periods, illustrating that we must look at the entire body of data to interpret a 
historic site's past. 
 In this chapter, I describe each of the archaeological projects conducted on the 
Fairbanks property.  For each project, I outline the circumstances leading to the 
archaeological investigation, the excavators' goals, and the results of the fieldwork.  I 
then attempt to link the datasets to various Fairbanks households, creating connections 
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between the material record and the lives of those who occupied the site.  Finally, I 
comment generally on what we can learn from archaeology at the Fairbanks House, and 
what questions remain. 
 
Brown and Juli (1973–1974) 
 In 1972, the FFA discovered that the Fairbanks House had suffered significantly 
from termites and water seepage (Brown and Juli 1974: 4).  With an eye towards 
repairing the damage, they contacted the Society for the Preservation of New England 
Antiquities (SPNEA) for advice on how to proceed.  The FFA also contacted the National 
Park Service to seek funds for the project because of the house's status as a National 
Historic Landmark.  With the help of SPNEA's Abbott Lowell Cummings, a preservation 
plan was initiated, the first phase of which was an archaeological examination of the 
building's foundations.  The second phase of the proposed plan included repairing the 
foundations, installing a drainage system, and potentially changing the landscape's grade 
to improve drainage (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 158).  The hope was that, 
by exploring the areas around the exterior walls of the house, the plan to secure the 
Fairbanks House's long-term structural integrity would be well-informed. 
 The excavations were carried out by Marley Brown and Harold Juli, 
archaeologists at Brown University and Connecticut College, respectively (1974).  Brown 
and Juli led a team of student volunteers from Franklin Pearce College and Brandeis 
University; because of the busy academic schedule, the work was conducted on 
weekends.  The group was somewhat handicapped by the fact that the dig was initiated in 
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September of 1973, so there was concern that the approaching winter truncated the 
excavation timeline (work was stopped and eventually continued in the spring of 1974). 
 Brown and Juli adopted four central goals for their excavation.  First, they hoped 
to elucidate the depositional processes that led to the formation of "low earthen mounds" 
on all sides of the dwelling (1974: 8).  Second, they wished to learn anything they could 
about the construction of the house and its various additions.  Third, in the interest of 
learning about the people who lived in the Fairbanks House, Brown and Juli aimed to 
recover as many artifacts as possible.  Fourth, they also hoped to identify any datable 
features that might offer insight in the lives of the Fairbanks households.  Pursuant of 
these goals, Brown, Juli, and their team placed thirteen trenches of varying sizes around 
the perimeter of the house (Brown and Juli 1974: 38; Figure 3–1).  Most were placed 
perpendicular to the structure, while two ran parallel to the house's foundation.  Units 
were excavated by hand with trowels and shovels and the resulting dirt was screened with 
1/4″ mesh (Brown and Juli 1974: 8). 
Summary of Results 
 The fieldwork conducted by Brown and Juli resulted in the recovery of nearly 
8,000 artifacts ranging in date from the late 17th century to the early 20th century.  The 
team also discovered three archaeologically significant features, including two trash pits 
and a possible living surface and associated architectural feature.  The first feature 
encountered was a trash pit in trench 1, excavated just west of the Fairbanks House's 
front door.  The pit contained a high concentration of brick and mortar fragments, as well 
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as artifacts ranging in date from the late 17th century (white delftware) to the mid-19th 
century (variety of domestic ceramics) (Brown and Juli 1974: 9–10; Building 
Conservation Associates 2000: 160).  The second trash pit was found in trench 9, west of 
the lean-to and north of the western addition (Brown and Juli 1974: 15–16).  The pit 
consisted mainly of coal ash and included fragments of coarse earthenware, creamware, 
and pearlware.  The final feature, discovered by Brown and Juli in trench 4, was a 
possible living surface that included a scatter of fieldstones (1974: 12–13, Appendix 2).  
Trench 4 was excavated west of the western addition and approximately two feet north of 
a fieldstone retaining wall near the entrance to the cellar.  In the layer of soil removed 
under the topsoil (dubbed Level 2 by the excavators), Brown and Juli's team found a high 
concentration of late 18th-century artifacts, as well as a 1730 English coin.  At the base of 
Figure 3–1: Map of units excavated around the Fairbanks House perimeter by 
Brown and Juli's team (Figure by author, from Brown and Juli 1974: Appendix 1). 
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Level 2, they encountered a number of cobbles spread across the northeast corner of the 
unit (roughly 1×1m) (Figure 3–2).  Brown and Juli interpreted these stones as remnants 
of a fieldstone wall of some sort, and it has since been speculated that they may have 
formed part of the foundation of an earlier (i.e., pre-1800) western wing attached to the 
house (Brown and Juli 1974: 12–13; Building Conservation Associates 2000: 161). 
 The remaining trenches placed around the Fairbanks House yielded little in terms 
of significant features.  Cultural material, predominantly in the form of iron nails and 
mid-18th-century to mid-19th-century ceramics, was found in limited quantities in the 
upper levels of each unit.  Excavation of the trenches was terminated at depths of 
between two and four feet, when the team encountered a layer of yellow sandy gravel 
interpreted as sterile subsoil (Brown and Juli 1974: 33).  Myron Stachiw has questioned 
whether or not the sandy gravel was in fact in situ subsoil or whether it had been dug 
(perhaps during a cellar excavation) and spread across the yard to alter its grade (Building 
Conservation Associates 2000: 163).  He cites a deposit of brown loam found near the 
Figure 3–2: Plan view of 
cobble scatter from 
trench 4 of Brown and 
Juli's excavation. The 
eastern edge of the 
trench directly abutted 
the Fairbanks House's 
western addition (Figure 
by author, from Brown 
and Juli 1974: Appendix 
2). 
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base of trench 9 (identified as Level 3), which was interpreted as a possible living 
surface, and wonders whether a similar surface would have been found beneath the 
yellow sandy gravel discovered in most of the trenches.  This is certainly an intriguing 
possibility, but it unfortunately has not been confirmed or denied during subsequent 
fieldwork. 
 Ultimately, Brown and Juli determined that the area immediately abutting the 
Fairbanks House's foundation had been repeatedly disturbed by landscaping, grading, and 
filling (Brown and Juli 1974: 29–30).  As a result, no builder's trench was located.  The 
large assemblage of recovered artifacts included, in order of frequency, ceramics, nails, 
glass (window and vessel), non-nail metal artifacts (including cutlery, buttons, a lock and 
key, a horseshoe fragment, a thimble, and window leads), pipe stem and bowl fragments, 
and brick and mortar fragments (Brown and Juli 1974: 23).  The ceramic assemblage was 
vast and included earthenwares (e.g., combed slipware, delftware, Whieldon-type, 
Astbury, creamware, pearlware, hard whiteware, coarse earthenware); stonewares 
(English brown, Fulham-type, white salt-glazed, scratch-blue white salt-glazed, 
American); and Chinese export porcelain (Brown and Juli 1974: 18–22).  Although no 
effort was made to link the artifacts found to distinct Fairbanks households, we can 
hypothesize based on ceramic dating that the material spanned the early 18th century to 
the early 19th century and was purchased, owned, used, and discarded by some 
combination of Joseph II and Abigail Fairbanks, Joseph III and Frances Fairbanks, 
Ebenezer and Prudence Fairbanks, Ebenezer Jr. and Mary Fairbanks, and their respective 
families. 
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 After the fieldwork was completed, Brown and Juli recommended that the 
restoration project proceed as planned.  Because of the lack of major intact features in the 
raised ground abutting the house foundation and the need to ensure the stability of  the 
home's foundation, it was determined that the minimal disturbance was acceptable.  In 
addition, Brown and Juli suggested that a broad-based archaeological survey be 
conducted on the property in an attempt to locate other structures or features that had 
hitherto gone unnoticed (1974: 35).  As would happen, further archaeological 
investigations were conducted at the site in the years to follow, but instead of exploring 
the space surrounding the house, this work delved into and under the building. 
 
The Preservation Partnership (1976–1977) 
 Once Brown and Juli had cleared the area around the Fairbanks House for 
construction, architects from the Preservation Partnership conservation firm began work 
on a new foundation for the aging structure.  Starting at the eastern wing, the team 
installed a new concrete foundation under the existing sills.  They also added wood sills 
in places where the original timbers had rotted away and inserted pressure-treated wood 
where other structural members were missing (Ferro 1977: 2).  Because this architectural 
work necessitated the removal of floorboards in western end of the lean-to and the 
western addition, it was accompanied by an archaeological survey designed to gauge the 
project's impact of the house's buried history.  The survey was conducted by the 
Preservation Partnership firm and led by Beth Anne Bower, who documented the 
fieldwork in an interim report attached to Ferro's architectural summary (Bower 1977). 
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 Bower and her team targeted a number of areas in and around the Fairbanks 
House that were scheduled to be disturbed by the architectural restoration.  They 
investigated areas under the floors of the lean-to, the eastern addition, and the western 
addition, as well as the ground immediately outside of the foundation of the western 
addition.  Described as "salvage work," the team's goal was to "reveal archaeological 
information helpful in interpreting the building itself, as well as artifacts which could be 
traced to specific generations of Fairbanks inhabiting the house, and thus shed some 
socio-economic light upon them" (Bower 1977: 1).  Excavation began in October of 
1976, when Bower and her team explored the entire area of the lean-to, with the 
exception of three squares in which structural supports were located.  They also dug 
under the floor of the attached privy and placed a test unit outside of the western addition, 
immediately adjacent to the structure's foundation.  This unit was later expanded in June 
of 1977 when artifacts were encountered after a drainage pipe was removed as part of the 
construction process (Bower 1977: 10). 
 In total, Bower and her team excavated fifteen trenches across the site: ten inside 
the lean-to, three under the privy, and two outside of the western addition (Figure 3–3).  
The exact location of the trenches is unknown as the report references a site plan that was 
not included in the final document, but the units are described in such a manner that the 
project can be reconstructed to a certain extent (Bower 1977: 10).  Their work revealed 
five features and many thousands of artifacts spanning the mid-18th century to the mid-
19th century.  Although a complete artifact catalogue was never generated, Bower's 
report mentions artifact types and, in some cases, counts for material found in the 
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discovered features (1977: 13–17).  The remaining portion of the assemblage cannot be 
definitively linked to a stratigraphic context. 
 Features 1 and 5, found in the southern half of the privy room and along the 
northern exterior wall of the western addition respectively, were likely part of the same 
depositional event.  Bower interpreted the feature as a builder's trench associated with the 
construction of the western addition (1977: 14).  Five thousand artifacts were discovered 
in Feature 1; a count is not provided for Feature 5, but Bower notes that the artifacts were 
similar in type and speculated that vessels could likely be mended across the two features 
(Bower 1977: 16–17).  Of the artifacts from Feature 1 described in the excavation report, 
1,953 were creamware sherds, 1,811 were coarse earthenware sherds, 907 were pearlware 
sherds, and 124 were green glass wine bottle fragments (including eighteen bases) 
(Bower 1977: 14–15).  The remaining assemblage included sherds of porcelain, 
Figure 3–3: Plan view of the Fairbanks House showing approximate areas of 
Bower's excavations, 1976–1977 (Figure by author). 
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stoneware, and tin-glazed earthenware (none of which "existed in significant quantities"), 
as well as pieces of other glass artifacts, four clay pipe fragments, various metal artifacts, 
and twelve faunal bones (Bower 1977: 14–15).  The excavators noted that many of these 
artifacts could be mended, implying that they were broken in place, rather than scattered 
piecemeal across the area.  Bower also interpreted the lack of faunal material as an 
indication that very little food remains were deposited in the features (1977: 14). 
 Features 1 and 5 are two of the project's most significant contributions because 
they confirm, according to the excavators' interpretation, that the existing western 
addition was added to the house sometime between 1810 and 1820 (Bower 1977: 18).  
Bower links this period to the death of Ebenezer Fairbanks Sr. in 1812, arguing that 
Ebenezer's son, Ebenezer Jr., likely decided to replace the earlier addition with a newer, 
Federal-period structure (1977: 18).  Cummings has defined the addition's fabric as a 
mixture of Federal and earlier features; he also questioned whether or not the features 
encountered by Bower were impacted by a nearby tree's root system and therefore should 
be considered compromised (2003: 31).  Other scholars, myself included, believe the 
context to be secure and thus of valid use in constructing a theory regarding the 
construction date of the western wing (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 167).  
Based on Bower's description of the excavation process and the associated artifact 
assemblage, her interpretation of the features  as a builder's trench appear to be accurate. 
 The remaining features discovered by Bower and her team consisted of a small 
ash pit, a portion of a brick floor and its associated builder's trench, and a layer of crushed 
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brick, clay, and pebbles.  The first of these, named Feature 2, was a minor lens of debris 
found in the northwest corner of the privy.  The pit contained coal, 63 fragments of 
coarse earthenware, a handful of creamware sherds, and a single piece of white salt-
glazed stoneware (Bower 1977: 15).  The coal places the feature in the mid-19th century 
at the earliest; it likely represents an episode of furnace cleaning or dumping (Building 
Conservation Associates 2000: 167).  Feature 3 was a portion of slumped brick flooring 
that appeared under the western wall of the privy.  The builder's trench associated with 
the floor was labeled Feature 4.  Excavation of Feature 4 revealed sherds of coarse 
earthenware, pearlware, and stoneware, leading Bower to conclude that the floor was 
likely built after 1790 (1977: 16).  A portion of the floor was destroyed when a drain pipe 
was installed in the latter stages of the project and as a result, only the part of the feature 
that stood inside of the privy was excavated.  The brick floor was not associated with the 
privy, but was interpreted by Bower as the floor of a room used for "some sort of storing 
or cooling in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries" (1977: 16).  She hypothesized that 
the room originally measured roughly 30×36″ (76×91cm) and was likely removed when 
the privy was attached to the main house in the late nineteenth century.  According to the 
excavation report, the layers immediately above the floor contained "ceramics, window 
glass, brick, and nails"; unfortunately more detail cannot be provided (Bower 1977: 16). 
 The final feature that Bower's team noticed was a layer of brick fragments, clay, 
and pebbles.  The layer was not given a feature number, but was instead referred to as 
Layer 6B.  Layer 6B, which was approximately two inches (4.5cm) deep, spanned the 
western end of the lean-to, the privy, and the area outside of the privy.  Excavators found 
60 
coarse earthenware, building material, and creamware sherds in the layer, implying that 
the layer was deposited in the late eighteenth century (Building Conservation Associates 
2000: 168).  Because it was found under Feature 5, it certainly predated the erection of 
the existing western wing.  The layer may have been a remnant of a brick floor, either a 
freestanding exterior surface or the floor of a room attached to the western side of the 
lean-to.  It may have also been simply a storage area for brick debris during the 
deconstruction of a chimney (Stachiw points to the lack of whole bricks to support this 
possibility) (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 169).  Based on Bower's report, 
Stachiw reconstructed the layer to determine that it would have measured around eight 
feet wide by twenty feet long (roughly 2.5×6m) (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 
169).  He also argues that, if Layer 6B was part of the brick floor of a standing structure 
or addition, then the exterior ground surface would have been about two feet lower at the 
turn of the nineteenth century than its current height.  If this was the case, Stachiw muses, 
then could the living surface from this period be buried beneath the soil Brown and Juli 
identified as layer 3 (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 169)?  This may be the 
case, but the possibility also exists that the living surface was scraped away from areas of 
the property during episodes of landscaping, construction, or drainage improvement. 
Summary of Results 
 The results of Bower and her team's fieldwork have provided significant details 
about life at the Fairbanks House around the turn of the nineteenth century.  Prior to this 
excavation, the mere existence of an earlier addition was very much in doubt.  Not only 
did the work confirm its presence, but Features 1 and 5 offered a demolition date range 
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for the earlier western addition, linking it to the death of Ebenezer Fairbanks Sr.  The 
excavation also introduced the possibility of a large brick surface in the area to the west 
of the lean-to, a surface that was covered by a small brick-floored storage room of some 
sort (likely an attached dairy room).  In addition to the informative features, the group's 
work also resulted in a massive artifact assemblage numbering in the thousands.  Because 
an artifact catalog was never completed, it is still difficult at this point to link specific 
artifacts with their original contexts.  That said, Bower offers a useful summation of the 
assemblage at the end of her report (1977: 19): 
Since the entire investigation produced evidence from the 1760–1815 
period, and since little earlier and no later artifacts were found, we can 
conclude that all artifacts date to the occupation of the house by Ebenezer 
Fairbanks, who owned its west end after 1764, acquired the entire house in 
1769, and died in 1812. 
If we accept this conclusion, then the collection of artifacts provides an interesting 
window into the lives of Ebenezer Fairbanks and his family.   
 The artifact assemblage recovered during Bower's excavations includes ceramics, 
glass objects, metal implements, organic remains, and building materials.  Ceramic 
artifacts covered a spectrum of finely potted and decorated wares (e.g., hand-painted 
porcelain saucers, polychrome hand-painted porcelain flatwares) to coarse earthenware 
vessels (e.g., milk pans, crocks, jars).  Many refined earthenware vessels were present, 
such as creamware flatware and a creamware tea pot; annular decorated, transfer-printed, 
shell-edged and hand-painted pearlware jugs and flatware; and polychrome hand-painted 
English delftware.  Stoneware, while less frequent, was represented in bottles, jars, and 
pots made of English brown, Rhenish blue and gray, and white salt glazed stonewares.  
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The smallest percentage of ceramic types were objects such as slipped flatwares, 
Nottingham stoneware, and a small Jackfield-type pot lid.  Glass artifacts include many 
green glass wine and liquor bottles, green glass case bottles, clear glass tumblers and 
stemware, and a clear glass decanter top.  First among metal artifacts were iron nails, but 
the category also included cutlery, horse tack, multiple pairs of scissors, a candle wick 
trimmer, a pan handle, and a fine copper-alloy fireplace implement handle, as well as 
various unidentified odds and ends.  The organic portion of the assemblage is dominated 
by mammal bone of various types, but also encompasses a small amount of shell and a 
single wooden bung.  The final category, building materials, includes a surprisingly small 
amount of brick (it was likely documented and sampled, but not collected wholesale), 
along with chunks of mortar.  This sundry assemblage, like the features uncovered by 
Bower and her team, help to illustrate facets of life at the Fairbanks House had had 
previously been missing.  Although this project was the last of its kind for many years, 
various efforts were made in the interim to repair and explore various parts of the 
property in a less formal manner. 
 
Starbuck et al. (1977) 
 At some point near the end of the Preservation Partnership's efforts to stabilize the 
Fairbanks House's foundation in 1977, it became clear that more work was required in the 
southeastern portions of the house.  The rising damp had compromised timbers in the 
entryway, hall, and parlor, and support was required underneath the floors of these 
rooms.  Once the floorboards were removed, Max Ferro, managing partner of the 
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Preservation Partnership firm, invited a group of area archaeologists to excavate the 
revealed ground (Beaudry, pers. comm., 6 March 2009).  The work was conducted by 
David R. Starbuck, Marley R. Brown III, Stephen Pendery, David Lacey, Linda Derry, 
and various student volunteers.  The group was given two days to complete their 
fieldwork, so they dug with the intent of learning as much as they could about the house's 
construction and occupation in the time allotted. 
 Beginning in the entryway and moving into the parlor and hall (with emphasis 
placed on the parlor), the team placed several excavation units under the floors.  
According to Starbuck's recollections, the two largest units were excavated in the parlor 
(Beaudry, pers. comm., 6 March 2009).  The findings were limited to small butchered 
animal bones and a handful of other artifacts, primarily iron nails.  The team believed that 
the bones were likely dragged under the floor by rodents and that the nails were probably 
a record of the times that the floorboards had been replaced.  Notes from the two-day 
project, if they exist, have not been located and no report was generated. 
 
Other Projects, Finds, and Construction (1977–present) 
 Since archaeological efforts were first undertaken on the Fairbanks House 
property in the 1970s, great attention has been given to subsurface historical material 
encountered on the grounds.  These discoveries were typically made in association with 
some sort of the construction project that was conducted without archaeological 
intervention.  For example, when a trench was dug for a new alarm system in March 
1984, a number of artifacts were located, twenty-one of which were saved.  These 
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included three fragments of a hollow yellowware vessel, two pieces of a small ironstone 
saucer, fourteen pieces of whiteware that were likely part of the same blue shell-edged 
plate, a single piece of a rectangular, gilded, brown transfer-printed whiteware dish, and 
an iron machine-cut nail.  The exact location of the alarm system trench is unknown and 
details about the artifacts' context and recovery were not collected.   
 Other discoveries were not as large.  During my 2009 excavations on the property 
(discussed below), landscapers reported finding a metal fork under the wooden stairs 
leading up to the second floor of the bungalow.  The fork was likely originally silver-
plated, but has since tarnished, revealing the greenish hue of a copper-alloyed metal.  It 
bears elaborate scroll and leaf decorations on its front and back, and also features a 
marker's mark on the back of the shaft that reads: "ROGERS & CO. A1."  It is unclear 
exactly which company produced the fork (many used the name Rogers and most were 
eventually consolidated into either the International Silver Co. or Oneida), but it was 
almost certainly dates to a period sometime in the mid-nineteenth century to the early 
twentieth century (Woodhead 1991: 207–212). 
 The most recent disturbance of the site's subsurface remains came in the summer 
of 2012, when a large-scale landscaping project reshaped much of the existing Fairbanks 
House grounds.  The project had multiple goals: expand the site's parking capacity, alter 
the existing pedestrian route to the Fairbanks House, and change the property's viewshed 
to further integrate the architecture into the surrounding natural landscape.  In order to 
accomplish these tasks, the existing driveway would be removed, a seven-space parking 
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lot would be built in the western yard, and a winding path of slate would be laid between 
the parking lot, the bungalow, and the original house.  The parking lot would be 
surrounded by trees and shrubbery and would be lit by a large post light.  The path would 
be lit by small, low lights.   
 Although initial plans stated that the proposed project would not involve any 
subsurface disruption (any trenches and holes would be placed in layers of new soil 
brought in from off-site), the work deviated from these specifications.  The construction 
crew cut trenches measuring approximately 60cm wide and 45cm deep along the route of 
the footpath and laid electrical conduits in the new cuts.  They also excavated a very deep 
(near two meters) cylindrical hole into which the crew placed the tall post light that 
would illuminate the parking lot.  Fortunately, much of the trenching occurred in areas 
that had been archaeologically mitigated, namely in areas along the paved driveway.  
Once the construction moved closer to the two houses, however, the crew reached at least 
one significant feature.  At the closest point between the structures, near the southwest 
corner of the Fairbanks House's western addition and the northeast corner of the 
bungalow's porch, a trench was cut through a deposit of ashy material mixed with 
brownish silty clay.  The deposit was filled with charcoal, coal, clinker, and historic 
artifacts.  The material's appearance was similar to that found in other areas of the site; it 
appears to be refuse from a coal-burning furnace.  Artifacts located within the trench, 
based on a surface examination I did when I was invited to the site after the area had been 
dug and backfilled, dated primarily to the late 19th and early 20th centuries and included 
an aqua glass bottle base, several sherds of transfer-printed hard-bodied whitewares, a 
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large iron railroad spike, a single sherd of a molded Rockingham hollowware vessel, and 
a porcelain button.  Based on the feature's proximity to the front doors of both the 
Fairbanks House and the bungalow, it appears to be evidence of an episode of furnace 
cleaning, either by the last residents of the Fairbanks House (Rebecca Fairbanks and her 
brother-in-law, Rufus Mills) or by the early occupants of the bungalow. 
 
Dayton (2003) 
 In the years prior to the 2012 landscaping project, other construction was 
considered in an effort to improve visitors' experiences at the Fairbanks House.  In 
addition to adding parking and changing the existing viewshed, the Fairbanks House 
Board of Directors has considered erecting additional buildings on the property to 
provide exhibition space.  While these projects were under consideration, the Board 
contacted Boston University's Department of Archaeology about conducting non-
invasive archaeological survey on the property.  Then-PhD candidate Chris Dayton 
agreed to conduct the survey and from June 30 to July 2, 2003, he explored the site's 
subsurface remains using a combination of magnetometry and ground-penetrating radar 
(GPR) (Dayton 2003).  Dayton's principle goal was the identification of buried 
architectural remains (these may have also been the primary interests of the Fairbanks 
House Board of Directors) (Dayton 2003: 1).  In consultation with the Board, Dayton 
focused his survey on areas that could potentially be impacted by future construction, 
namely the slope to the south of the Fairbanks House, the lawn directly north of the 
house, and the western yard. 
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 The magnetometry and GPR survey yielded mixed results.  On the first day of the 
project, Dayton marked a large grid in the western yard that ran parallel to the cellar 
entrance of the Fairbanks House from a point near the end of the driveway to the western 
side of the bungalow and slightly overlapped the existing driveway (Figure 3–4).  After 
processing the data to remove disturbances from known sources of interference  (mainly 
the large flagpole near the house and utility lines buried under Eastern Avenue), Dayton 
determined that nothing of archaeological significance could be identified from the 
magnetic survey (Dayton 2003: 2).  The GPR was more promising.  Dayton plotted two 
grids oriented parallel to the house, covering most of the Fairbanks House property (see 
Figure 3–4).  Data was collected to estimated depths of 2.5–3 meters.  Multiple anomalies 
were reported, but most of them were determined to be associated with modern 
construction (e.g., paving, utility lines) or landscaping (an amorphous disturbance to the 
north of the house was attributed to the root ball of a recently-removed tree) (Dayton 
2003: 2). 
 There were, however, three anomalies that Dayton interpreted as historically 
significant (Figure 3–5).  The first of these was a linear feature detected in the eastern 
portion of Dayton's second GPR grid, running parallel to the nearby East Street.  The 
feature consisted of a line of rock (or bedrock outcropping) that stretched roughly six 
meters downhill from a stone protruding above the surface (Dayton 2003: 2–3).  The 
latter rock had drill-marks on its surface.  Interpretation of the feature was complicated 
by the severe topographic gradient (approximately 1.5m elevation drop) and an adjacent   
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garden that was lined with upright stones.  Although Dayton did not mention it in his 
report, the linear stone feature may have been associated with a large building located in 
the area.  The structure is depicted in a number of photographs of the house dating to the 
latter part of the nineteenth century (e.g., see Figure 8–2).  The linear feature may be a 
remnant of the building's stone foundation. 
Figure 3–4: Map of magnetometry and GPR results from Dayton's survey 
(Figure by author, from Dayton 2003). 
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 Dayton detected the remaining significant anomalies to the north of the house 
(Figure 3–5).  They were located in the vicinity of two trees and a set of benches that 
provided shady seating for museum visitors.  The first anomaly was another linear 
feature, this one approximately nine meters long running perpendicular to the house 
within half a meter from the ground surface (Dayton 2003: 3).  Dayton linked this line to 
at least one rock visible above the surface, but also noted that the data was clouded by 
additional noise, possibly associated with a light attached to the nearby tree and its 
 
Figure 3–5: Map of GPR showing three anomalies identified by Dayton (two linear 
anomalies and one possible buried surface) (Figure by author, from Dayton 2003). 
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electrical conduit.  The second anomaly was a large surface buried near the linear feature, 
mere centimeters below the topsoil (Dayton 2003: 3).  It was difficult to determine the 
extent of the feature in a plan view, but its presence was confirmed in profile—its 
estimated dimensions were approximately 6×4.5m (Figure 3–6).  Dayton speculated that 
the surface may have been hard-packed earth, flagstones, or a relic of some sort of 
landscaping effort (2003: 3). 
Summary of Results 
 The 2003 geophysical survey offered a glimpse of the subsurface features spread 
across the Fairbanks House property without necessitating excavation.  It identified the 
locations of three possible features, information that would prove fruitful in future 
excavations.  The survey also provided a significant amount of negative data, revealing 
the supposed absence of features from large swaths of the grounds.  It was not a perfect 
Figure 3–6: 
Profile of GPR 
showing possible 
buried surface 
(Figure from 
Dayton 2003). 
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science, as geophysical investigation never is—a large subsurface feature was not 
identified during the process, but was fortunately located by later archaeological 
fieldwork.  Ultimately, Dayton's survey was a vital piece of the historical puzzle that, 
when viewed in the context of the property's documentary and archaeological record, 
directly contributed to the discovery of an outbuilding that had previously been hidden 
beneath the layers of soil. 
 
Parno (2009) 
 In the spring of 2009, I was approached by the then-curator of the Fairbanks 
House, Alexandra Service, about conducting an archaeological survey on the grounds in 
anticipation of a proposed construction project.  The Fairbanks House Board of Directors 
was interested in increasing the parking capacity at the House.  Their specific intention 
was to widen the existing driveway, effectively doubling the number of vehicles that 
could be accommodated.  The project would entail grading and paving of the strip of land 
immediately west of the driveway.  Thus the primary goal of our fieldwork was to 
investigate this area to determine if any significant archaeological material would be 
impacted by the proposed work.  My secondary goal was to test the ground to the north of 
the house in an attempt to ground-truth Dayton's 2003 geophysical survey.  I hoped to 
determine if in fact there was a feature buried near the seating area and if so, what sort of 
feature it was.  Throughout our excavations, I was also interested in what the artifactual 
remains could tell us about the lives of those individuals who lived in the Fairbanks 
House for nearly four hundred years.  The project was conducted with the help of a team 
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of volunteers consisting of undergraduate and graduate students from Boston University 
and other Boston-area universities. 
 Our fieldwork consisted of seventeen test units excavated across the property over 
the course of five weeks (Parno 2010).  The units ranged in size from 1×1m to 1×1.5m.  
All units were dug by hand with trowels and shovels and the resulting dirt was sifted 
through 1/4″ wire mesh.  Fourteen of the seventeen units were placed in the western yard 
in an attempt to understand that area's stratigraphy.  We began by digging a line of six 
1×1m units along the driveway (units 101, 102, 103, 106, 107, and 108), spaced seven 
meters apart (Figure 3–7).  All but the first of these test pits resulted in a very similar 
stratigraphic profile: layers of fill on top of a possible living surface positioned above 
glacial outwash (Parno 2010: 11–19).  The layers of fill contained various 20th-century 
artifacts in small amounts, including large chunks of asphalt.  They are likely associated 
with either the construction of the driveway or a later alteration made to it; the fill 
provides an unpaved surface at the level of the driveway on which additional cars can 
park.  The living surface came in the form of thin layers of dark humic material that held 
late 18th- and 19th-century artifacts and multiple features, including a small post-hole 
(unit 102), two scatters of furnace refuse (units 107 and 108) and two pits of unknown 
function (units 103 and 108).  The post-hole may have been part of a fence-line; late 
19th-century photographs depict a fence running north-to-south roughly near the 
excavated area (see Building Conservation Associates 2000: CH–28). 
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 While we were excavating, we were not entirely sure if the fill layers were in fact 
fill, or if the sandy glacial outwash we discovered beneath the fill was material brought in 
to build up the berm next to the driveway.  As a means of verifying the sterility of the 
grey-yellow sandy material, we dug into it to depths of 1–1.5m below surface.  Other 
than a brief period of gravel and coarse sand found in the upper 10% of the sandy layer, 
the remaining portions were pure medium sand.  To determine that the sand was not 
simply an artifact of the driveway berm, we excavated west of the driveway in intervals 
(units 109, 110, and 114).  We also placed a single unit (unit 111) at the far reaches of the 
western yard, roughly 55m west of the driveway (Figure 3–7; see Parno 2010: 19–23).  
Figure 3–7: Map of units excavated in 2009 field season (Figure by author). 
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Each of these four test pits featured similar stratigraphy to those excavated next to the 
driveway, minus the overlying fill: thin layers of dark humic material containing late 
18th- and early 19th-century artifacts deposited on top of grey-yellow sandy outwash.  
Thus the intact living surface of much of the western yard appears to date to the early-to-
mid 19th century.  The sand we encountered is a typical feature of Dedham's surficial 
geology, which includes rocky glacial till in areas of higher elevations and glacial 
outwash, or a mixture of sand and gravel, in areas of lower elevations; both varieties of 
surficial geology sit atop bedrock primarily formed from Dedham granite (Dedham 
Planning Board 2008: 1–2, 31).  The Fairbanks House lies in a valley near the Wigwam 
Pond floodplain, so its surficial geology is dominated by sand and gravel (Dedham 
Planning Board 2008: 30). 
 Far more eventful than the southern driveway units, from a stratigraphic and 
artifactual perspective, was the first test pit we excavated (unit 101) (Parno 2010: 9–11).  
This unit began in much the same fashion as the other test pits placed alongside the 
driveway, but soon began to show a very different stratigraphic profile.  As we dug 
deeper, we also expanded the area of excavation by opening four adjacent test pits around 
unit 101 (units 104, 105, 116, and 117).  All measured 1×1m, with the exception of unit 
101, which was ultimately expanded to a 1×1.5m unit.  Excavation of these five units 
revealed the corner of a stone-lined subterranean feature (likely a cellar) that was not 
identified in Dayton's 2003 survey (Figure 3–8).  Units 116 and 117 contained a span of 
the feature's western wall, while a portion of what was likely its northern wall was found 
in the northern sidewall of unit 101 (Parno 2010: 9, 25–27).  Units 104 and 105,   
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and most of unit 101, were located inside the feature.  These units contained various 
layers of fill, including three layers of artifact-rich ashy refuse.  The first of these layers 
began roughly 75cm below the ground surface and the last layer appeared to have been 
deposited just above the feature's floor (approximately 1.3m below surface).  Artifacts 
found in these layers date from the late 18th to mid 19th centuries (e.g., creamware, 
pearlware, and ironstone vessels).  Between the first and third ashy deposits was a thick 
layer of grayish-brown clay silt; contained within this latter layer was the second lens of 
 
 
Figure 3–8: Plan view of the 
cellar feature, which appeared 
in units 101, 104, 105, 116, and 
117 (Figure by author). 
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ash refuse (Parno 2010: 13–14, 40).  While the first and third ash layers covered the 
entire corner of the feature that we excavated, the second layer was only found in unit 
101 and in the northern half of unit 104.  Beneath the third deposit of ashy material, we 
encountered a dense layer of yellowish-brown sandy silty clay.  Near the top of this 
stratum, we discovered two piles of large coarse earthenware fragments (one along the 
feature's western wall, one along the northern wall).  I believed that we had located the 
lowest reaches of the feature.  We excavated to a depth of  1.55m below ground surface 
and then sampled with a core auger for an additional 25cm; the sandy layer continued 
uniformly throughout and began to resemble the glacial outwash encountered elsewhere 
(Parno 2010: 11). 
 Though our investigation of the subterranean feature was hindered by multiple 
factors, we were able to discern quite a lot about the processes that led to its formation.  I 
would have liked to have learned more about the structure's overall dimensions, but our 
excavations were truncated to the south by a drain pipe and drainage ditch (immediately 
adjacent to units 105 and 117) and to the east by a gas line and the existing driveway.  
Based on the fact that we did not encounter any evidence of the feature in unit 102, we 
can comfortably state that it is not longer than 7m running north-to-south.  Beyond that 
estimation, we can only guess as to the feature's full extent.  Similarly, I am unable to 
identify the feature's exact function and date of creation.  While it was certainly a cellar 
of some sort, we could not determine if it had been a free-standing cellar or one 
associated with a significant superstructure (such as a house).  We did not have time 
during the field season to explore beyond the western wall of the cellar, but such 
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investigation may have revealed additional architecture.  The discovery of exterior 
architecture or a builder's trench may have also helped us to date the construction of the 
feature.  As it stands, I cannot confidently posit a period in which the feature was built. 
 Much more can be said about the structure's afterlife as a space for refuse 
deposition than its life as a functional building.  It is not difficult to imagine the 
depositional factors that created the area's complex stratigraphy: once the superstructure 
of the feature was removed, the resulting cellar hole was filled with layers of furnace 
refuse and outmoded artifacts.  In some cases, ash was spread across the space, but in 
others, it was simply dumped in the northeastern corner of the feature, resulting in uneven 
coverage.  Many of the artifacts found in the feature clearly resulted from the wholesale 
disposal of objects or sets of objects.  For example, though many of the sherds were badly 
decomposed, the two piles of coarse earthenware fragments deposited above the floor of 
the feature mended into a large set of nearly-whole vessels (at least twelve crocks and 
two milk pans) with few leftover sherds.  In the layers above the floor, many refined 
earthenware and glass vessels could be similarly repaired.  Given this depositional 
pattern, the lower levels of fill seem to have been part of a household cleaning—a period 
of transition in which many objects were deemed to be useless or out of fashion and were 
disposed in their entirety (as opposed to a vessel broken through use and discarded in 
pieces or swept across a space).  Datable artifacts found in the lowest level of the feature, 
namely above the floor and mixed into the third layer of ashy material, consisted 
predominantly of creamware, hard whiteware, and ironstone bowls.  These objects 
indicate that the process of filling the feature began no earlier than the early 1840s 
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(Miller 2000: 13).  All three deposits of furnace refuse contained similar refined 
earthenwares.  The darker, silty layers between the topsoil and the first ashy stratum held 
artifacts dating to the late 19th and early 20th century: a bottle of Mrs. Dinmore's Cough 
& Croup Balsam (c. post-1872; for more on Mrs. Dinmore's Balsam, see Rapoza 2005), a 
1905 Indian head penny, and a Shirley "President" suspender buckle (manufactured by 
the C.A. Edgarton Manufacturing Company around the turn of the century).  Thus the 
layers of ash were likely deposited sometime around the mid-19th century and the filling 
of the cellar feature was completed definitively by the early 20th century. 
 The final three excavation units of the 2009 season were placed in the area to the 
north of the house where Dayton's geophysical survey had detected a significant anomaly 
(see Figure 3–7).  The yard in this location sloped downward from east to west, a gradient 
that was apparent during our excavations.  An examination of the ground surface near the 
seating area showed that several rocks protruded above the topsoil.  This fact directly 
informed our placement of the three 1×1m test pits, units 112, 113, and 115 (Parno 2010: 
21–24).  Unit 112, and later unit 115 (an eastward extension of unit 112), were placed 
along a line of rocks that appeared to run roughly perpendicular to the house.  The 
stratigraphy of these two test pits consisted of topsoil and a thin layer of ashy refuse 
similar to that seen in the cellar feature (the ashy material found in units 112 and 115 was 
a bit darker than the cellar material and it contained far more pieces of furnace scale).  
Below the deposit of ash, we discovered a layer of small rocks (seen in unit 112) 
overlying a dry-laid cobble floor (seen in unit 115) (Figure 3–9).  This floor was the 
buried living surface Dayton identified during his 2003 survey.  The slope mentioned  
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above was evident in the depths at which we discovered the cobble floor: 25cm below 
surface in unit 112, 33cm below surface in unit 115.  The floor was a level surface, but 
the soil above was not.   
Figure 3–9: Plan view 
photographs of units 112 
and 115 (top) and 113 
(bottom), showing the 
feature's cobble floor 112 
and 115 and foundation in 
113 (Photos by author). 
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 When placing unit 113, I targeted a location between two visible rocks that 
appeared to run roughly parallel to the house.  The unit's initial stratigraphy mirrored that 
of units 112 and 115—topsoil on top of artifact-rich ashy material.  The difference came 
when we removed the ashy layer in the southern half of the unit and discovered a very 
large stone believed to be a foundation stone; the ashy layer continued in the northern 
half of the unit (see Figure 3–9).  Because we were still working on clarifying the cellar 
feature, I decided to conclude excavation of unit 113.  I believed that we had found the 
building's stone foundation and would likely have encountered cobble floor in the 
northern portion of the unit (this hypothesis was confirmed in our subsequent field 
season).  With the presence of an outbuilding confirmed, we moved on to other portions 
of the project. 
Summary of Results 
 The results of the 2009 field season were both exciting and frustrating.  We were 
able to locate two previously unknown buildings, one thanks to Dayton's survey and one 
thanks to some good fortune.  We also discovered a number of smaller features and 
recovered 5,071 artifacts (3,344 in the cellar feature, 1,105 in the cobble-floored 
structure, and 622 elsewhere on the property).  In general, the artifacts ranged in date 
from the late 18th to the early 20th century, with the late 18th to mid 19th century best 
represented.  The assemblage, in order from most represented to least, consisted of 
ceramic, glass, metal, organic/stone/mineral, and synthetic artifacts.  The ceramics 
included predominantly coarse earthenwares (mostly crocks and milk pans) and refined 
earthenwares (cups, bowls, plates, and a pitcher made from creamware, pearlware, 
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whitewares, ironstone, Rockinghamware, yellow wares, and slipwares).  Porcelain and 
stoneware vessels appeared with far lesser frequency (30 and 12 sherds, respectively).  
The former category included pieces of fine imported Chinese porcelain teacups and 
flatwares (hand-painted blue-on-white and polychrome decoration), as well as plain white 
porcelain buttons.  We also found various types of stoneware vessels, including American 
and Fulham-type bottles, an English brown stoneware jug, two hand-painted blue-on-
white American hollowwares, and one white salt-glazed stoneware teacup.  Bricks and 
pipe fragments were also included in the ceramic category.  The glass category included 
mold-blown and hand-blown vessels, such as bottles, dishes, stemware, tumblers, lamp 
globes, and buttons, made from clear, aqua, green, brown, black, white, blue, and purple 
glass.  Most of the metal artifacts were made of iron: nails, container caps, fragments of a 
horseshoe, bucket handle, rake, and saw, a bone-handled knife, and many unidentified 
objects.  A smaller portion of the metal artifacts were made of brass (five buttons), other 
copper-alloys (e.g., copper piping, flashing, umbrella parts, and two buckles), lead 
(fragments of window leads and part of a container top), and tin (a suspender buckle and 
a can).  Of the organic artifacts we found, most were animal bones (predominately 
mammals), though we also found shell, two scraps of wool, and four pieces of leather that 
were likely shoe fragments.  Artifacts made of other organic material, stone, or mineral 
included coal, charcoal, furnace scale, clinker/slag, plaster, mortar, and a single slate 
pencil.  The final artifact category, synthetic, consisted exclusively of modern material 
located in the topsoil layers.  We can link many of the artifacts found in the yard and in 
the cellar fill to the generations of 19th-century Fairbanks House occupants: Ebenezer Sr. 
82 
and Prudence's family; Ebenezer Jr. and Mary's family; Prudence, Sarah, and Nancy; and 
Rebecca Fairbanks.   
 The 2009 excavations also enabled us to speculate about the site's formation 
processes.  Based on the stratigraphy encountered in the western yard, it seems that it was 
stripped of its 17th- and 18th-century remains at some point in the property's history.  
This echoes Starbuck's observation about the lack of early archaeological material at 
continuously occupied New England homes (1980: 378–381; Beaudry 1986).  Though it 
may have been the result of our sampling (i.e., we simply missed pockets of earlier 
remains), it appears that significant earthmoving efforts have scraped away any 
subsurface signature of the 17th and 18th century in the western yard. 
 Most of our findings from the 2009 season also came with questions.  As we were 
unable to excavate more than approximately 20-25% of the cellar feature, we do not 
know very much about its original form—what were its dimensions?  What was its 
function?  Was it a free-standing cellar or was it positioned underneath another building?  
If the latter is true, what sort of structure stood above the cellar (e.g., barn, house)?  
Though we still had questions about the feature, we determined that construction would 
not adversely impact its architecture (paving would in effect seal and protect the cellar).  
With the area mitigated, the Fairbanks House Board of Directors moved forward with 
their construction plans, which ultimately changed from widening the driveway to 
installing a parking lot (as described above).  As the cellar feature is now sitting under 
several feet of fill and an asphalt parking lot, it may be many years before these questions 
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can be answered.  At the end of the field season, we were also uncertain about the nature 
of the cobble-floored outbuilding found near the  house.  Fortunately, we would learn 
much more about this structure in the 2010 season. 
 
Parno (2010) 
 In the summer of 2010, I returned to the Fairbanks House with a larger team of 
volunteers, as well as BU graduate student Alexander Keim acting as staff archaeologist.  
Our initial goals were two-fold: first, to continue investigating the cobble-floored 
outbuilding and second, to explore the second anomaly Dayton identified to the southeast 
of the house (where photographs show a structure of some sort—see Figure 8–2).  As we 
began the season, however, it quickly became apparent that if we were going to answer 
all, or ever some, of the questions we had about the cobble-floored building, we would 
need to concentrate most of our efforts there.  As a result, we did not ground-truth the 
anomaly to the southeast of the house.  This decision was partially based on the discovery 
of an 1886 record of sale that included a sketch of the property showing a small 
outbuilding identified as a "woodshed" (Figure 3–10; Fairbanks House Archives).  With 
the appearance and function of the structure seemingly identified (though this 
identification has since been complicated by new data; see below), we focused our 
excavations on the cobble-floored building. 
 In total, our team excavated seventeen units over the course of five weeks (Parno 
2011).  The units ranged in size from 1×1m to 2×3m; all were excavated by hand with 
trowels and shovels.  Soil from the units was sifted through 1/4″ wire mesh.  Test pits   
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were given three digit numbers beginning at 118 so that they connected with those dug in 
the 2009 season.  Sixteen of the seventeen units were located on portions of the 
outbuilding (units 118–132 and 134) and the remaining one unit was placed in between 
the outbuilding and the house (unit 133). 
 The excavation strategy that I initiated was based on our questions about the 
structure: when was it built and when was it disassembled?  What was it used for?  What 
could the building, and any artifacts found therein, tell us about the lives of the Fairbanks 
House's occupants?  Our first goal was determining the size of the outbuilding, so we 
began by returning to the three test units that were excavated in the 2009 field season 
(Figure 3–11).  From these units, we dug southwest and quickly located a corner (units 
118 and 120).  I speculated that the structure's northwest corner had likely been impacted 
by a large tree and so we pushed east rather than north, digging in intervals until we   
Figure 3–10: Sketch 
of the Fairbanks 
property, c. 1886.  
Note the small 
structure labeled 
"Woodshed" in the 
center of the image 
(Figure from 
Fairbanks House 
Archives). 
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reached the southeastern corner (units 121, 123, 127, and 125).  Using a similar strategy, 
we reached the northeast corner, which aligned roughly with the tree that likely sat 
almost directly above the structure's northwest corner (units 129, 131, and 132).  In an 
effort to support our suppositions about the northwest corner, we excavated along the 
western and northern walls to show that they came to a point at the aforementioned tree 
Figure 3–11: Plan view map of units excavated during the 2010 field season. Units' 
position in relation to the Fairbanks House property shown in inset.  Blue squares 
indicate locations of micromorphological sampling (Figure by author). 
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(units 119, 122, 126, and 128).  In sum, the building measured approximately 7.5m 
square and a thick foundation lined its perimeter (Figure 3–12; see Parno 2011: 32–36).   
 After locating three of the structure's four corners, which allowed us to determine 
its overall dimensions, we placed two large units near the center of the building (units 
130 and 134).  I hoped that we might locate any extant internal structural features that 
would give us a clue regarding the building's function.  Although we did not find any 
such features in these units, we did discover a possible architectural element near the 
southeastern corner in unit 127.  Along the unit's northern wall, we found a linear 
formation of cobbles running perpendicular to the building's eastern wall (approximately 
1m north of the building's southern wall) (Parno 2011: 18).  The cobbles stretched 
roughly 80cm and ended before reaching the unit's western wall.  Any further 
investigation of the line of cobbles, or search for similar features along the structure's 
eastern wall, was compromised by the nearby tree. 
 The building's foundation consisted of fieldstone boulders and cobbles; its general 
condition and height above the cobble floor varied with the presence of tree disturbance 
and the slope of the ground surface.  At its highest (in the southeastern corner), the 
foundation rose 56cm above the cobble floor.  The layers above the feature were thickest 
in this corner (86cm excavated).  At its lowest (along the western wall), the foundation 
was essentially level with the cobble floor; the deposits above the building were the 
thinnest here (21cm below the ground surface).  Charles Faulkner has linked regular cuts 
in building foundations to the act of moving structures around the landscape using log   
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sleds (2004), but the feature's foundation did not show evidence of regular cuts.  The 
differences in height instead appear to correspond to the sloping ground surface, likely 
indicating later earthmoving and landscape activities (Beaudry 1986).  The foundation 
was also very robust—where it was most clearly defined, it measured up to 75cm wide.  
The building's floor and foundation were not the only stones that we discovered in the 
feature, however.  In the structure's northeast corner (units 128, 130, 131, and 132), we 
encountered a loose layer of cobbles mixed into the layers of refuse above the stone floor 
(see Figure 3–12).  The scatter had no order (i.e., was not architectural) and appears to 
have been deposited around the same time as the trash that covered the rest of the feature.  
It is interesting to note that it was in this corner of the structure that we found the highest 
proportion of intact and cross-mendable ceramic and glass vessels.  We also found a large 
boulder in the southwestern corner of unit 134 (Figure 3–13).  It did not appear to be 
functional and we did not find any markings on its surface that would indicate any 
particular use.  It may have simply been the case that the family wished to dispose of a 
large stone that had previously been an obstruction elsewhere on the property, but this is 
purely speculation.  At this point, I am still unclear as to how it arrived at its current 
location. 
 As we excavated along the building's foundation, we were able to clearly 
differentiate between the structure's interior and exterior.  While the interior was 
characterized by the dry-laid cobble floor, the exterior consisted of a stratum of yellow 
sandy clay (Parno 2011: 10, 12–16, 19).  The sandy clay included a significant amount of 
gravel and pebbles (5-15%) in its upper levels, but these inclusions lessened as we dug   
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deeper.  We did not encounter any anthropogenic material in the sandy clay (based on an 
understanding gained from excavation of this layer in multiple contexts around the 
feature, any artifacts grouped with this stratum can safely be discarded as remnants of 
material from later deposits).  Because of its resemblance to the sub-soil discovered in the 
base of many of the 2009 test pits, I interpreted the building's sandy clay exterior as 
glacial outwash.  An important implication of (and contributing factor to) this 
interpretation was that we did not locate a builder's trench in any of the exterior areas.  In 
an effort to ensure that the sandy clay was in fact sub-soil and not a large builder's trench 
Figure 3–13: Volunteers Brittany Boesenhofer and Nason Sinkula excavating the 
feature's western half. Note the cobble floor, foundation line, and large boulder in 
the middle of the feature's southwestern quadrant (Photo by author). 
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(i.e., one wider than the 50cm to 1m area excavated outside of the foundation in units 
122, 123, 125, 126, 128, and 131), we placed unit 124 directly west of unit 120 (Parno 
2011: 14–15).  Excavation of unit 124 allowed us to examine the stratigraphy nearly two 
meters outside of the building's foundation.  The unit's final layer was the same sandy 
clay encountered elsewhere around the feature's exterior, which confirmed both the 
presence of exterior sub-soil and the lack of a builder's trench. 
 The soil above the building's stone floor and foundation was very similar to what 
we identified in the 2009 test units.  Beneath the topsoil, spread out across the entire 
feature was a thick layer of ashy material that contained charcoal, furnace scale, clinker, 
and an abundance of late 18th- to mid 19th-century artifacts.  This refuse deposit covered 
the floor and foundation, but did not stretch very far beyond the boundaries of the feature.  
This fact was confirmed during the excavation of unit 124, which showed that the trash 
layer thinned along the slope running east-to-west (Parno 2011: 14–15).  The material 
appeared to be fairly homogenous, although pockets of it were much redder, especially 
towards the center of the feature.  This phenomenon was most prevalent in unit 134.  
 In order to learn more about the content of the reddish material, as well as the 
larger depositional processes at work in the feature, we turned to microstratigraphic and 
micromorphological analysis (Goldberg and Berna 2010; see also Courty et al. 1989; 
Goldberg and MacPhail 2003, 2006; Weiner 2010).  While in the field, we removed three 
intact blocks of sediment (dubbed MM Samples 1, 2, and 3) from the walls of excavation 
trenches under the cobble floor in unit 118 and from the eastern profiles of units 130 and 
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134, respectively.  We collected these intact blocks both from within and across the 
stratigraphic boundaries observed in the field.  We took the first sample to learn more 
about the relationship between the outbuilding and the glacial outwash below it.  The 
second two samples, we hoped, would tell us more about the nature of the refuse layers, 
in terms of their composition, deposition, etc.  Once we selected the blocks and cut them 
from the surrounding sediment, we wrapped them tightly with tissue and packaging tape, 
and transported to the MicroStratigraphy Laboratory at Boston University.  There, they 
were impregnated with unpromoted polyester resin diluted with styrene at a 7:3 ratio.  
Once hardened, the blocks were processed into petrographic thin sections, and then 
ground and polished to a thickness of 30 µm.  When the processing was completed, we 
could begin analyzing the slides under a petrographic microscope. 
 MM Sample 2 was removed at the contact between the topsoil and refuse layers 
of unit 130.  Despite the presence of significant root activity, the contact between the two 
layers was sharp.  Once the block sample was processed, three thin sections (3AK-003, 
3AK-004, and 3AK-005) were removed from the sample (Figure 3–14; Appendix 2).  
Analysis of these slides suggests that the topsoil and refuse layers consisted of 
fundamentally different material.  Though similar in microstructure and a general lack of 
pedofeatures, the layers contained very different amounts of sand.  The topsoil, examined 
in 3AK-003 and the top half of 3AK-004, consisted of fine and very fine quartzite sand 
mixed with organic material, clay, silt, and a small amount of micro-charcoal fragments 
(likely drawn upwards by root activity).  This distribution was very similar to that seen in 
the sub-soil (discussed below), with the exception of the charcoal fragments, which were   
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absent from the glacial outwash.  Thus, it appears that the topsoil was formed from 
modified parent material.  A slightly different type of topsoil was seen in the lowest 
microfacies, or vertically and horizontally bounded stratigraphic sub-unit, of 3AK-003 
and the highest microfacies of 3AK-004.  These microfacies were part of a layer of 
material deposited directly above the outbuilding refuse.  The layer had a slightly higher 
proportion of charcoal fragments and slightly lower quartzite sand content, indicating a 
mixing of material that probably occurred over time.  This may mean that the strata in 
question was a layer of historical topsoil thrown in over the refuse layer as a means of 
covering it once the outbuilding footprint was filled. 
 The outbuilding refuse layer seems to have different origins however.  This 
deposit was examined in 3AK-004 and 3AK-005 from MM Sample 2 and in two thin 
sections taken from MM Sample 3, identified as 3AK-006 and 3AK-007 (Figure 3–15; 
Appendix 2).  The material found in the refuse deposit was finer and more compact than 
the looser topsoil and sub-soil, and it held much less sand.  The layer was characterized 
generally by its massive, complex microstructure and a lack of notable pedofeatures.  The 
most prominent coarse material was associated with furnace activity and included 
charcoal fragments, furnace scale fragments, and slag nodules.  Most notably, the refuse 
layers contained a much lower amount of quartzite sand than did the topsoil layers (both 
historical and modern) and glacial outwash deposits.  The differences in quartzite sand 
content, furnace-related inclusions, and microstructure suggest that the refuse layers 
consisted of furnace material mixed with either parent material that had been levigated   
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for some unknown reason or soil not related to the local parent material (i.e., soil brought 
from off-site). 
 Although we knew the refuse layer was rich in artifacts, we were shocked at just 
how many were present.  In total, we discovered 20,349 artifacts in the layers above the 
feature (including both the topsoil and the trash deposit) (Parno 2011: 25–30).  These 
artifacts fell into the general categories of ceramic (architectural and domestic), glass, 
metal, composite, organic, mineral, stone, and synthetic materials.  By far the most well-
represented of these categories was the ceramic group (10,454 artifacts).  According to 
the minimum vessel count, the sherds discovered in the trash layer represented 784 
vessels, including refined earthenwares (creamware, pearlware, whiteware, ironstone, and 
yellow ware), coarse earthenware, stoneware (American, Rhenish, and white salt-glazed), 
and porcelain (Appendix 3; Voss 2010).  The assemblage included both decorated and 
plain vessels used for dining/food service, tea service, food preparation, food storage, and 
personal waste disposal.  Refined earthenwares made up the overwhelming majority of 
the assemblage (687 vessels), followed by coarse earthenwares (54 vessels), porcelain 
(34 vessels), and stoneware (7 vessels).  The identifiable vessel forms revealed use 
patterns of each ceramic type that were not surprising: porcelains were predominantly tea 
service vessels (cups and saucers), coarse earthenwares were used for food preparation 
and storage (e.g., pans, crocks), and refined earthenwares were used primarily for food 
service (e.g., plates, pitchers, platters, a sauce boat) and personal waste disposal 
(chamberpots and a urinal).  Also included in the ceramic artifact category were 548 
brick fragments, 39 clay pipe pieces (17 stem fragments and 22 bowl fragments), 13 
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porcelain buttons, and a single gaming piece made from a blue transfer-printed whiteware 
sherd (Parno 2011: 25–26).  Two of the porcelain buttons were circular, featuring molded 
shanks and hand-painted plants with red flowers and green stems.  An identical set of 
buttons is displayed in the Fairbanks House museum and according to the curatorial 
information, the set was painted by Prudence Fairbanks sometime before her death in 
1871.  While most of the artifacts we found can be connected to the house's occupants in 
some capacity, the hand-painted buttons offer a striking and intimate glimpse into the 
private life of one of the property's last residents. 
 Glass artifacts were the second-most prevalent class in the assemblage—4,147 
glass objects were recovered from the layers above the cobble floor and foundation 
(Parno 2011: 27–28).  The artifacts were part of a mixture of hand-blown and machine-
blown vessels made from green, aqua, blue, brown, black, and clear glass.  These artifacts 
were grouped into five major categories: food service and storage vessels, non-culinary 
vessels, objects of personal adornment, recreational objects, and window glass.  The food 
service and storage vessels included wine bottles, tumblers, stemware, molded dishes, 
case bottles, and a Masonic flask.  The non-culinary vessels were mostly pharmaceutical 
bottles, many of which were embossed and originally held solutions sold as hair restorers, 
cure-alls, painkillers, and bleach.  This category also included lamp globes and seven 
inkwells.  Glass objects used for personal adornment included two types of black glass 
buttons (eight artifacts total) and two eyeglass lenses.  We only found a single type of 
glass object intended purely for recreational purposes (excluding recreationally consumed 
alcohol), but we discovered it in great abundance (1,319 pieces in total).  This abundance 
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of artifacts consisted of fragments of brown glass target balls.  Target balls were used for 
sport shooting in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, prior to the advent of the clay pigeon 
(Finch 2007).  Based on the number of "necks" (the small cylindrical protrusion left 
behind when the target ball was snapped off of the blowpipe) identified, we found at least 
73 target balls (Parno 2011: 28).  We encountered the target balls exclusively in the 
southwestern corner of the feature, in high concentrations, demonstrating that they were 
broken in situ, rather than deposited after shattering during a shooting event.  The final 
type of glass found was window glass, of which we located 485 fragments. 
 Metal artifacts comprised the third-most commonly discovered artifact class in the 
furnace refuse layer (Parno 2011: 28–29).  The vast majority of these artifacts were nail 
fragments (3,747 of 4,431 artifacts).  The nail fragments originated from wire-drawn 
nails (33), machine-cut nails (3,507), hand-wrought nails (182), and nails of an 
unidentified type (18).  The remaining artifacts (684 in total) can be classified as storage, 
tools/hardware, personal adornment, coinage, and unidentified objects.  The storage 
classification was given to objects such as iron and aluminum cans, an S-shaped kitchen 
hook, fragments of a bucket handle, and an iron drawer pull.  The tools/hardware 
category included a horseshoe, a thimble, several grommets, washers, an iron door pintel, 
chain links, a section of a saw blade, and parts of at least four pairs of scissors.  Metal 
personal adornment artifacts included brass, iron, and pewter buttons, iron and brass 
hook-and-eye clasps, a brass cuff link, composite metal corset steels, copper-alloy 
umbrella parts, a necklace made of copper-alloy rings strung on a linen cord, and a gold 
hoop that was likely part of an earring.  The significant quantity of buttons, clasps, and 
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corset steels seems to imply that entire articles of clothing were discarded wholesale, 
possibly as part of a house cleaning.  Most of the metal coinage was found in the topsoil, 
including three pennies (1910, 1962, and 1992), two nickels (1964 and 1991), and two 
dimes (1908 and 1974).  We also found one 1873 penny in the refuse layer, although this 
may have been the result of an excavation error.  The remaining metal artifacts could not 
be identified. 
 The final sub-assemblage of artifacts were made from organic, mineral, stone, 
synthetic, or composite materials (1,310 total objects) (Parno 2011: 30).  More than one-
third of this group (515 artifacts) consisted of coal, charcoal, furnace scale, and slag 
fragments found in the refuse layer.  These artifacts represent a sample of the furnace-
related material that pervaded the trash deposit.  Based on the frequency of these 
inclusions, I interpreted the layer as evidence of repeated furnace cleanings, likely 
conducted over a number of years.  Most of the 605 organic artifacts were mammal bone, 
although the category also included a small collection of bird bone, 35 fragments of clam 
shell, 9 pieces of leather (likely shoe parts), 3 pieces of wood, 2 small swatches of brown 
cloth, and numerous scraps of a 1990s-era newspaper deposited in the topsoil.  Based on 
his preliminary analysis of the faunal remains, Boston University student Adam 
DiBattista determined that the Fairbanks families consumed large quantities of beef and 
pork, as well as limited amounts of chicken and mutton (2013).  Objects made from 
mineral and stone included 94 pieces of mortar, 35 furnace brick fragments (some of 
which could be mended), 4 English gunflint fragments, 2 slate pencils, and 1 unidentified 
stone object.  The synthetic objects were exclusively modern trash that had been scattered 
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across the topsoil, likely by visitors to the site or other passersby.  Four composite 
artifacts were discovered: two incised bone-handled knives with iron blades and two 
small buttons featuring iron shanks and backs, copper-alloy settings, and some sort of 
inset red ceramic "stone." 
 Though the sheer quantity of artifacts packed into a relatively limited space was 
initially daunting, the assemblage proved very useful in dating the deconstruction of the 
cobble-floored outbuilding.  Because the artifact-rich refuse layer was spread over both 
the floor and foundation of the feature, it was clearly deposited after the building's 
superstructure was disassembled.  An examination of the objects contained in the layer 
offered clues as to when this significant event may have occurred.  Generally, the ceramic 
assemblage pointed to a date of deposition sometime around the early-to-mid 19th 
century.  Specifically, the presence of Romantic (1831–1851) and Gothic (1841–1852) 
transfer-printed patterns, as well as the variety of ironstone vessels (beginning in 1842), 
points to a mid-19th-century depositional event (Miller 2000).  Maker's marks printed on 
ceramic vessels also lend credence to this hypothesis: the marks of Stevenson & Williams 
(c. 1825), Samuel Alcock & Co. (c. 1828–1859), and Edward Challinor (c. 1842–1867) 
were found on several vessels (Godden 1964).  The appearance of older decoration types, 
such as Rococo shell-edged pearlware, may indicate the curation of vessels from the late 
18th century for either sentimental reasons or simply functional usage ("If it ain't 
broke...").  The glass assemblage points to a later date than the ceramics.  For example, 
we discovered a bottle of Joseph Burnett's "Cocoaine" (a coconut oil-based hair product), 
a item that was not sold by Burnett until 1857 (Southborough Historical Society 2010).  
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Similarly, the target balls discovered in great quantities may have been late 19th-century 
in origin.  Although those found at the Fairbanks House appear to be early examples, 
many target ball enthusiasts argue that the practice of shooting glass target balls in 
competitions first began in America around 1876 (Finch 2007); the Fairbanks' target balls 
may have pre-dated the popularity of these events.  Thus the artifactual evidence seems to 
indicate that the cobble-floored outbuilding was deconstructed sometime in the late 19th 
century and then the area was covered with a dense layer of trash. 
 The artifacts are not the only pieces of evidence with a voice in this interpretation.  
At various points throughout the late 19th century, photographers captured the Fairbanks 
House from a number of angles (see the archival images in Building Conservation 
Associates 2000).  The earliest image depicting the house's north yard was taken in 1870 
and does not appear to show any traces of a standing building (Building Conservation 
Associates 2000: Figure CH-21).  Later photographs from 1875, 1880, and 1894 also do 
not include an outbuilding on the house's north side, although one image dated 1883 
appears to depict a large patch of dirt in roughly the same location as the cobble-floored 
structure (Building Conservation Associates 2000: Figures CH-22, CH-23,CH-25, CH-
26, and CH-27).  Complicating any interpretation of the 1883 picture is an earlier photo 
taken in 1875 from a nearly identical vantage point that does not show any disturbance in 
the area (Building Conservation Associates 2000: Figure CH-26).  This may indicate that 
the dirt patch captured in the 1883 image was not an artifact of the outbuilding, but was 
instead a backyard garden that was no longer in use by 1894.  Therefore the photographic 
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evidence provides a terminus ante quem (TAQ) of 1870 for the destruction and 
subsequent covering of the outbuilding floor and foundation. 
 Based on the artifactual and photographic records, I argue that the cobble-floored 
outbuilding was disassembled sometime between 1842 and 1870.  The documentary 
record shows that the Fairbanks property underwent a significant transformation during 
the mid-19th century as Ebenezer Fairbanks, Jr. died, leaving his wife and children mired 
in debt (see Chapter 6 and 7).  In 1843, the house passed to unmarried sisters Prudence, 
Sally, and Nancy Fairbanks following the death of their mother, Mary (Fairbanks 1897: 
157).  The sisters were 62, 53, and 49 years old, respectively; upon inheriting the 
farmstead, which was already losing value following years of debt accrual, Prudence, 
Sally, and Nancy completed the family's move away from traditional farming production 
(Fairbanks 1897: 157).  The removal of agricultural structures from the property, 
including the cobble-floored outbuilding, was one of the major components of this shift.  
That said, it is difficult to determine exactly when the building was removed.  Certainly 
the Fairbanks sisters were considering their futures following their mother's 1843 death, 
but many of the artifacts found in the refuse layer post-date this event. It is likely that the 
deposition of furnace material began soon after deconstruction of the building's 
superstructure, but it appears that the process of covering the feature's footprint may have 
taken place over a number of years.  Thus we can think of the refuse layer not as a single 
event, but as a long-term household clearing, one that began soon after Mary's death in 
1843 and continued for many years as season after season of ashy material was removed 
from the house's fireplaces and dumped in the outbuilding's footprint. 
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 The profusion of artifacts spread above the floor and foundation assisted us in 
dating the structure's deconstruction, but in the interest of discerning the period in which 
the building was erected, I decided to excavate beneath three sections of the cobble floor.  
I targeted three different areas of the feature: a roughly 1×2m section in unit 118 
(southwest corner of the building), all of unit 131 (northeast corner of the building), and a 
1×1m area in unit 134 (center of the building) (Figure 3–16; Parno 2011: 8–9, 21–24).  
Removing the cobbles was much harder than we expected.  They appear to have been 
selected for their cylindrical or rectangular shape and were then packed tightly and buried 
vertically in the ground with their shorter sides facing upwards.  Once the cobbles were 
removed, we excavated the soil below the floor.  In all three test pits, we located a thin 
layer of brown silt loam in between and just beneath the cobbles.  The deposit contained 
a handful of artifacts, most of which were not diagnostic (e.g., a brick fragment, small 
coarse earthenware sherds, pieces of mortar).  The most diagnostic artifacts found in the 
Figure 3–16: Staff 
archaeologist Alex 
Keim (left) and 
President of the FFA 
Board of Directors, 
Al Blood, excavating 
under the cobble 
floor in unit 118 
(Photo by author). 
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layer were a single piece of blue transfer-printed pearlware (a Chinoiserie pattern) and a 
pipestem fragment (bore diameter 8/64″) (Parno 2011: 32).  George Miller places the 
popularity of Chinoiserie patterns on pearlware vessels in the period of 1797–1814 (2000: 
13).  Ivor Noël Hume, the oft-cited reference for pipestem dating, places pipes with 8/64″ 
bores in the period of 1620–1650, but this comes with the caveat that a statistically 
significant sample of pipe fragments is necessary for precise dating (1969: 298).  While 
one pipestem does not constitute a robust sample, it seems fair to state that the pipe was 
likely produced sometime before 1800.  These two artifacts point to a deposition date 
sometime in the late 18th or early 19th century (Parno 2011: 35). 
 Below the brown silt loam layer was a dense stratum of yellow sandy clay, the 
upper portions of which held an abundance of pebbles.  Each section of sub-soil was 
excavated for 20cm, with 20-25cm of additional material examined with a core auger.  
Based on its texture and lack of anthropogenic material, we determined that we had 
reached the natural sub-soil.  We removed a block sample of the sub-floor soil from the 
northern profile of unit 118; from the block sample, we cut two thin sections, dubbed 
3AK-001 and 3AK-002 (Figure 3–17).  The material in these thin sections was very 
similar to those in other samples.  The upper microfacies of 3AK-001 (the layer of brown 
soil directly under the cobble floor) resembled the historical topsoil encountered in the 
lowest microfacies of 3AK-003 and highest microfacies of 3AK-004.  The remaining 
portions of 3AK-001 and 3AK-002 were similar in composition to the topsoil seen in the 
upper microfacies of 3AK-003.  The primary difference between the glacial outwash and 
the recent topsoil layers was that the latter featured more organic material and micro-   
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charcoal, while the former held minimal organic material and no micro-charcoal.  While 
these findings were not entirely unexpected, we were intrigued by the presence of platy 
voids in the lower microfacies of 3AK-001 and upper microfacies of 3AK-002 (or, the 
upper stratigraphic reaches the glacial outwash).  These voids suggest that the outwash 
was subject to trampling, tamping, or some other compressive activity.  It is unclear 
whether these voids were the result of preparing the ground for the building construction 
or installation of the cobble floor, or whether they were the natural result of the 
structure's weight compressing the local stratigraphy.  It is also not known if these platy 
voids near the top of the glacial outwash are a natural phenomenon; control samples were 
removed from a test unit excavated between the outbuilding feature and the Fairbanks 
House in December 2012 and analysis is ongoing.  Even without these results, however, 
the combination of micromorphological analysis and the lack of a builder's trench suggest 
the possibility that prior to the erection of the outbuilding, the Fairbanks (or their hired 
laborers) graded the north yard down to glacial outwash to establish a level surface.  They 
then built the stone foundation directly on the sub-soil and laid the cobble floor inside it 
(using a small amount of darker humic soil to fill in gaps between the cobbles). 
 Though we learned much about the outbuilding in the north yard, I still 
questioned its position on the broader landscape of the Fairbanks House property.  New 
England farmers often moved outbuildings around their property, linking them to their 
main houses in chains that allowed family members to move from one to the next without 
going outside (Hubka 2004).  While this practice was more common in northern New 
England, I was interested to see if the Fairbanks had opted to connect their buildings 
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(Hubka 2004: 18–20).  For this reason, I chose to investigate the area between the 
outbuilding and the house to determine if the two were connected by a path or some sort 
of architecture.  I placed a 50cm×3m test pit (unit 133) between the outbuilding and the 
main house running parallel to both structures (see Figures 3–11and 3–18; Parno 2011: 
23).  I chose the unit's specific location based on the position of a door leading out of the 
lean-to's northern wall—if the buildings had been attached, the logical connection could 
have been at an existing door.  The test unit featured uniform stratigraphy that sloped 
slightly east-to-west.  Below the topsoil, there was a layer of dark brown, sandy silt that 
contained a high concentration of pebbles.  Beneath that layer was a stratum of brownish 
yellow sandy clay that strongly resembled the material identified as sub-soil throughout 
the rest of the area.  The top portions of the sandy clay contained a number of small 
artifacts, including a number of ceramic fragments, 27 machine-cut nail parts, 3 mammal 
bones, 2 shards of glass (1 from an aqua vessel, 1 piece of clear window glass), and 11 
pieces of brick.  The ceramics found in the layer consisted of 26 plain and annular-
decorated creamware sherds, 13 pearlware vessel fragments (plain, blue transfer-printed, 
blue shell-edged, and green shell-edged), 1 plain hard whiteware sherd, 3 pieces of hand-
painted porcelain vessels, and 23 coarse earthenware sherds glazed in various hues.  Once 
we excavated below the top 3–5cm of the sandy clay layer, artifacts were no longer 
found.  It appears that this area, like the stratum under the outbuilding, was graded down 
to glacial outwash, forming a temporary living surface on which late 18th-century 
artifacts were scattered.  The darker humic material found above may have been a layer 
of soil brought in to further shape the landscape's grade or cover the sandy sub-soil, or it   
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may have simply been a transitional layer between the topsoil and glacial outwash.  No 
architecture or path was discovered between the outbuilding and the house. 
Summary of Results 
 The 2010 fieldwork season was very productive, despite being limited spatially to 
a single area of the Fairbanks House property.  We were able to verify that Dayton's 2003 
geophysical survey had detected a large, cobble-floored outbuilding with a substantial 
dry-laid stone foundation.  The structure measured approximately 7.5m square and did 
not appear to contain any major internal architectural subdivisions.  After the area was 
graded, the outbuilding was constructed in situ directly on glacial outwash.  Based on 
artifacts found in the furnace refuse in the feature and in the top of the sub-soil below the 
 
Figure 3–18: Volunteer Nason 
Sinkula excavating unit 133 with the 
northern wall of the Fairbanks 
House lean-to in the background 
(Photo by author). 
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feature, it was constructed sometime in the late 18th or early 19th century and 
deconstructed in the mid 19th century.  The building's disassembly likely coincided with 
the family's shift away from traditional crop farming.  Once it was removed, the area was 
covered in a dense layer of trash resulting from periodic furnace cleaning.  The artifacts 
found therein can be linked to three of the last Fairbanks households to occupy the 
property, namely Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence, Ebenezer Jr. and Mary, and sisters 
Prudence, Sally, and Nancy. 
 Our fieldwork answered many of the queries we had about the cobble-floored 
building, but it also provoked new questions, the most vexing of which pertained to the 
structure's function—what role did the building play in the lives of the Fairbanks 
families?  We initially labeled it a barn because this was corroborated generally by the 
documentary record.  For example, Ebenezer Fairbanks Jr.'s estate inventory lists "50 
Acres Home Stead including House Barns and out Building the land under Adjoining 
same" (Norfolk County Probate Docket No. 6442, emphasis added).  While this language 
may have been part of the customary estate description, later entries in the inventory 
mention "Hay in New Barn" and "Hay in the Old Barn" (Norfolk County Probate Docket 
No. 6442).  If the structure was a barn, however, its construction was rather unusual for 
New England barns during the late 18th and early 19th centuries.  Specifically, the 
inclusion of a cobble floor was uncommon unless paired with a manure basement (the 
cobbles helped to seal the floor and preserve the manure).  According to architectural 
historian Thomas Visser, manure basements were not adopted by New Englanders until 
roughly 1830–1850 (1997: 41).  If the outbuilding we discovered did in fact represent one 
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of the earliest examples in the region of a barn with a manure basement, then I would 
have expected to find evidence of the basement walls, which would likely have been 
knocked over into the feature (the cobble spread found in the northeast corner of the 
structure was not substantial enough to represent a basement wall). 
 Other categories of farm buildings that often featured stone floors were dairies or 
milk rooms.  These specialized rooms or buildings were reserved for the processing of 
milk and butter.  Because they housed dairy products, dairies and milk rooms were often 
housed in cellars or semi-subterranean structures (Visser 1997: 109–113).  A 1797 
farmer's manual recommends that dairies be placed in "an apartment in a very sweet, and 
perfectly ventilated cellar" with a floor "made of stones, bricks or tiles" (Deane 1822: 
107).  In the 19th century, the interiors of many dairies and milk rooms were plastered to 
help maintain a cool temperature and keep the building clean (Visser 1997: 111).  
Although the Fairbanks certainly practiced dairying, as evidenced by milk pans 
discovered archaeologically, the cobble-floored outbuilding does not seem to match the 
appearance of the typical dairy or milk room—it was neither subterranean or plastered.  
Additionally, it is likely that the family constructed a milk room attached to the western 
end of the lean-to sometime around 1800, so they probably would not have required an 
additional structure (see below). 
 Rather than definitively labeling the structure a barn or a dairy, I have instead 
assigned it the somewhat cumbersome term "multipurpose agricultural building."  The 
cobble-floor likely offered some sort of work surface (for a review of archaeologically 
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discovered exterior cobble workspaces in New England, see Beranek 2008: 49–50).  The 
building also provided storage in a location convenient to the main house.  In this 
function, it probably most closely resembled a carriage house, providing space to store 
the family's tools and vehicles (see Visser 1997: 143–149).  The organization of Ebenezer 
Jr's probate inventory may support the idea of a multifunctional storage space (Norfolk 
County Probate Docket No. 6442).  After detailing his plots of land scattered throughout 
the Dedham area, his livestock, and his hay crops, the inventory lists a large collection of 
tools and vehicles, before moving into a room-by-room assessment of the goods inside 
the Fairbanks House.  The estate appraisers (John Guild, Calvin Guild, and James 
Farrington) may have compiled the list of tools in the nearby outbuilding before heading 
into the main house.  The list includes a vast array of farming implements, stored crops, 
and several transportation devices, such as a sleigh, a "Market Waggon & Harniss," a 
"Covered Waggon & Harniss," an "Ox Waggon," an "Ox Cart," and "Chaise & Harniss" 
(Norfolk County Probate Docket No. 6442).  Surely the family would have needed a 
space to house all of these vehicles.  If this was the case, then perhaps it explains the 
lower foundation in the structure's northwest corner.  Rather than an artifact of later 
earthmoving, the foundation may have been constructed level with the cobbled floor to 
provide a smooth surface for moving vehicles into and out of the building. 
 The depositional processes relating to the outbuilding refuse are also still unclear.  
While we know approximately when it was deposited, we still do not know where the 
material originated—was it the result of seasons of burning wood in the Fairbanks 
House's fireplaces?  Was it material carted in from an industrial operation (e.g., 
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blacksmith shop, kiln), located either off-site or somewhere else on the property (the 
latter is unlikely given that we have no written evidence of the family conducting such 
work on their property)?  It is also unclear whether the refuse accumulated gradually, 
perhaps through regular fireplace cleaning events, or suddenly, through a single or 
limited number of large-scale dumping events involving major earthmoving efforts (e.g., 
moving a trash pile from elsewhere on the property or hauling in fill from off-site to level 
the yard).  Micromorphological analysis of the trash layer did not offer any insight into 
these questions, beyond the suggestion that the fill may have been covered by a topsoil 
layer sometime in the 19th century. 
 
Archaeology at the Fairbanks House: Answers and Questions 
 Over a span of nearly 40 years, archaeologists have uncovered tantalizing 
remnants left  behind by generations of Fairbanks House residents and visitors.  
Archaeology has helped to clarify aspects of the home's architectural history, while also 
serving to turn the scholarly gaze outwards, away from the house and towards the land 
that surrounded it.  The fieldwork has also yielded tens of thousands of artifacts that were 
purchased, used, and discarded by the families who lived in the Fairbanks House and 
shaped its landscape.  The archaeological record provides another vital piece of the 
narrative of life at the Fairbanks House, offering a glimpse of the Fairbanks families' 
hopes for their futures and their reactions to the realities they faced.  Archaeological 
discoveries also extend the durational trajectories of objects that were once thought lost, 
broken, or useless, while also creating or augmenting traditions associated with the site. 
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 Yet despite the information gleaned from the property's archaeological record, 
many questions still remain.  Does an early living surface exist below the strata excavated 
by Brown and Juli?  How did the Fairbanks family use the exterior brick surface 
discovered by Bower?  Was the cellar feature discovered in our 2009 season a free-
standing cellar or was it associated with some sort of significant super-structure (e.g., 
another dwelling house)?  What role did the cobble-floored outbuilding play in the 
family's agricultural enterprise?  Where are the family's other outbuildings located?  
Surely there were other structures, both agricultural and domestic, built across their 
various properties.  For example, a privy, that informational gold mine present at so many 
historical sites, has not been found on Fairbanks land.  What was the function of the large 
shed-like building depicted in 19th-century photographs near the house?  We originally 
thought it was the "woodshed" mentioned in the 1886 record of sale (Fairbanks House 
Archives), but two recently-discovered postcards dating to the 1912 construction of the 
Sears pre-fabricated bungalow call this interpretation into question (Figure 3–19; 
Fairbanks House Archives).  These postcards appear to depict a structure (and its 
remains) located southwest of both the Fairbanks House and the bungalow.  This location 
matches the woodshed drawn in the 1886 sketch far better than the shed-like structure 
captured in the 19th-century photographs (see Figure 3–10).  A woodshed positioned at 
the bottom of the southern hill makes less functional sense than one mere feet from the 
house, but the map seems to confirm this assessment.  After so much investigation, there 
is still much about the property that is unclear.   
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Figure 3–19: Two post-1912 postcards.  One depicts the bungalow and 
some sort of building standing to the south of the bungalow (top) and the 
other shows a view of the Fairbanks House from the south in which the 
unidentified structure appears to have been disassembled recently (Image 
courtesy of the Fairbanks Family in America). 
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 The fieldwork conducted at the Fairbanks property also serves as a useful 
reminder of two important, and related, facets of historical archaeological research.  First, 
the evidentiary threads used by historical archaeologists are typically present in varying 
resolutions at varying points of a site's history.  Second, as Starbuck and Beaudry have 
noted, the longer a New England property has been occupied, the less likely 
archaeologists are to locate remains of its earliest periods of occupation (Starbuck 1980; 
Beaudry 1986).  At the Fairbanks House, archaeological traces of the 17th century are 
limited to two spoons found by the Brown and Juli and Bower projects.  Little more has 
been found dating to the first half of the 18th century.  Like so many other historic houses 
throughout New England, most of the earliest remains have been removed from the 
Fairbanks House property.  In order to study the home's history diachronically, we are 
forced to utilize the data with the greatest resolution in a given time period.  When 
focusing on the 17th-century and early 18th-century Fairbanks households, this means we 
rely on the architectural and documentary records, as well as museum collections and oral 
traditions, because the archaeological record is not present.  To be effective at historic 
house sites, historical archaeology must, as Laurie Wilkie asserts, be truly "holistic" 
(2009: 340). 
 Over the course of the next four chapters, I will outline the history of life at the 
Fairbanks House, detailing, as the evidence allows, the aspirations and decisions made by 
those who lived on the property and how those actions shaped the site's durational 
trajectories.  While doing so, I will tack back and forth between the different lines of 
evidence that are present at different periods of the site's history.  Each type of data will 
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speak according to its resolution, at some times singing and at other times remaining 
silent.  In this way, I will endeavor to construct a holistic historical archaeology of the 
Fairbanks House landscape and its layered past. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
SEEDS OF GENERATIONS: THE FAIRBANKS FAMILY COMES TO 
AMERICA 
 
Introduction: Seeds of Generations 
 The city of Fairbanks, Alaska, named for the 26th Vice President of the United 
States, Charles Fairbanks, sits approximately 4,500 miles away from the Fairbanks 
homestead in Dedham.  This colossal distance, which today would take at least week by 
car or roughly 15 hours by plane and in the 17th century would have been unimaginable, 
underscores the vast dispersal of the Fairbanks family identity.  From English origins, the 
Fairbanks family made a home in Dedham, yet their influence, and that of their offspring, 
can be found in nearly every corner of the country.  The Fairbanks identity is rooted 
firmly in the family's earliest period of settlement.  The durational trajectories introduced 
by Jonathan and Grace Fairbanks and their children are some of the most important to the 
family legacy by virtue of their antiquity; words like "first," "oldest," and "earliest" 
feature prominently when discussing the Fairbanks House and its first generation of 
occupants.  Today, when only a small portion of the material culture with which the 17th-
century Fairbanks households interacted still exists, the intangible trajectories of the 
family's colonial origins remain strong and significant.  
 Every story must begin somewhere and the story of the Fairbanks family in 
America begins with Jonathan, Grace, and their children, and the lives they made in the 
New World.  In this chapter, I outline the lives of the first two generations of Fairbanks 
households, those who built the ancestral home and helped settle the town of Dedham.  I 
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begin by discussing the settlement of Dedham, a town that would act as the stage for 
generations of Fairbanks households.  I then narrow my focus to the Fairbanks family to 
trace their history in England and follow them on their ship to Boston.  Next I examine 
the 17th-century architectural history of the Fairbanks' property and review what is 
known and unknown about the house's past.  Then I discuss how the Fairbanks 
households related to the civic and religious framework constructed by Dedham's 
founders.  Finally, I detail what we can learn about the daily lives of the Fairbanks 
families from the historical record.  In particular, I focus on their relationship to the social 
and material landscapes in which they lived.  The Fairbanks' decisions and plans were 
made in relation to the durational trajectories that surrounded them as the family 
attempted to secure a future for themselves and for their children according to their 
"lineal family values" (Henretta 1978: 30).  As they tried to make a life amidst the 
Massachusetts landscape, the Fairbanks family did in fact lay the groundwork for 
generations of descendants to come.  Their ability to survive, and indeed thrive, while 
contributing to the growth of Dedham, cemented the family's legacy.  The rich heritage 
enjoyed by contemporary museum-goers and Fairbanks descendants is firmly tethered to 
the family's antiquity, beginning in a young town in the early 17th century. 
 
The Settlement of Dedham 
Dedham's Pre-colonial Landscape 
 The land originally granted to the settlers of Dedham shared many characteristics 
with New England's broader landscape, but the principal similarity was that the area was, 
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in ecological terms, "a patchwork" (Cronon 1983: 31).  Historical ecologist William 
Cronon (1983: 31) has described this condition poignantly:   
The descent of a single hillside in southern New England, for instance, 
could easily carry one from a dry sunny forest of white and black oaks, 
white pine, and an occasional huckleberry or lowbush blueberry to a 
shaded valley buzzing with mosquitoes and containing red oak, tulip 
poplar, hemlock, and beech.  In between might be chestnut and black 
birch, with the ubiquitous red maple appearing up and down the entire  
hillside.  
The 200 square miles that became Dedham fit this description as well as any pocket of 
New England.  The tract featured hilly, rocky soil and stretched from the southwestern 
limits of Boston to the border of what would become Rhode Island (Lockridge 1985: 4).  
It contained a diverse set of land types, including meadows on the Charles and Neponsit 
Rivers, marshy lowlands that would be given names such as Purgatory Swamp and 
Wigwam Swamp, and swathes of forested plains dotted with natural rises.  In addition to 
human inhabitants, the land was home to a vast spectrum of fauna, such as turkeys, bears, 
deer, bears, wolves, and wild fowl (which, according to legend, brought grasses to land 
that would be known as Fowl Meadow) (Worthington 1827: 10; Cronon 1983: 159). 
 It should come as no surprise that the land had been settled thousands of years 
previously by various indigenous groups (Bell 2009: 20–21).  By the time English 
colonists arrived in the Dedham area, much of it was under the control of various 
subdivisions of the Massachusett peoples (Swanton 1952: 19–20).  For example, the 
territory called Wollomonopoag (what would later become the town of Wrentham) was 
occupied by a sachem named (by the English) Philip the Sagamore (Worthington 1827: 
19–20).  Members of the Neponset tribe lived west of the Neponset River; their land was 
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bordered to the north by the Charles River and to the south by Philip's land (Worthington 
1827: 21).  Portions of modern-day Dedham, Natick, Needham, and Medfield were 
claimed by Neponset and Chickataubot sachems.  These groups were displaced by the 
early Dedham settlers over the course of the 17th century as part of sales executed with 
varying degrees of success.  For example, in 1660, Dedham sent two representatives, 
Richard Ellis and Timothy Dwight, to confer with Philip the Sagamore for the purchase 
of Wollomonopoag (Worthington 1827: 20).  Negotiations took nine years to complete, 
but eventually the territory was parceled out to Dedham residents (Mann 1847: 130).  
Similarly, the land known as Pocumtuck was purchased for £94 10s in 1664 and 
distributed to members of Dedham; it would later become the town Deerfield (Mann 
1847: 121). 
 The initial encounters between English settlers and the territory's indigenous 
inhabitants brought each group's relationship with the land into sharp focus.  The Native 
Americans capitalized on the landscape's diversity, opting to remain flexible through 
mobility in order to best exploit the natural resources that surrounded them.  Though each 
individual owned (in the English sense) the objects that she produced herself, rights of 
territory extended to use, not to possession (Cronon 1983: 58).  The English tended only 
to see a lack of abundant material culture (anything that could not be carried was 
spurned) and no explicit claim to land (without permanent settlement, there was no 
ownership) (Cronon 1983: 54–56).  To English eyes, land that was bounded and 
improved was land that was owned; contemporary observers linked husbandry with 
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culture, making agriculture the physical and ideological equivalent of planting a flag 
(Cronon 1983: 56–57; Allen 1982). 
 English incursion into the area of Dedham began in the 1630s in the midst of the 
broader movement of thousands of Puritans into the territory around Boston (see 
Anderson 1991).  Fueled by the rapid rate of  immigration, settlement quickly spread  
beginning in coastal areas and moving inland.  Within a matter of years, more than half a 
dozen towns were established around the Massachusetts Bay, such as Plymouth, Salem, 
Newbury, Watertown, and Ipswich (Meinig 1986: 92).  As more and more colonists 
crowded into the Massachusetts Bay colony, the pressure for available land quickly 
mounted.  In 1635, the colony's General Court granted permission for a "plantation" to be 
settled south of Watertown, roughly two miles above the Charles River (Hill 1892: v).  
After meeting once in August of 1636, the group (eighteen men signed their names as 
being "Assembled") petitioned the General Court to allow the settlers a number of 
concessions, including release from taxation for four years, exemption from military 
obligations except under serious circumstances, the right to control distribution of land, 
and permission to name the town Contentment (Hill 1892: 1).  Also written into the 
petition was an understated request for self-governance of "our scocietie according to the 
best rule" (Hill 1892: 1).  The Court responded to petition in September of 1636 with an 
extensive land grant stretching from the Charles River to the south and east to the border 
of any lands granted to other towns or persons (indigenous groups were apparently 
excluded from these limits).  While the grant was generous, the General Court allowed 
that the town would receive only three years of relief from taxation and that its name 
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would be changed from Contentment to Dedham (Hill 1892: 1–2).  Still, with plenty of 
land and the right to dispense it, the early founders of Dedham had a location for their 
Puritan vision. 
"That most pfect rule": Dedham's Puritan Beginnings 
 A Puritan ethic defined the efforts of Dedham's founders to create a harmonious 
society.  Drawing from Eric Wolf's analysis of English peasant communities, historian 
Kenneth Lockridge has identified the earliest iteration of Dedham as a "Christian Utopian 
Closed Corporate Community" (1985: 16; see also Wolf 1966).  He explains his rather 
cumbersome label piece by piece (Lockridge 1985: 16–17): 
Christian because they saw Christian love as the force which would most 
completely unite their community.  Utopian because theirs was a highly 
conscious attempt to build the most perfect possible community, as 
perfectly united, perfectly at peace, and perfectly ordered as man could 
arrange.  Closed because its membership was selected while outsiders 
were treated with suspicion or rejected altogether.  And Corporate because 
the commune demanded the loyalty of its members, offering in exchange 
privileges which could be obtained only through membership, not the 
least of which were peace and good order. 
Most of Lockridge's assessment is founded on the document that attempted to shape the 
early life of Dedham: the Dedham Covenant.  This proclamation, which would-be 
citizens were required to sign, contained principles that defined the founders' vision for 
their town's spiritual future.  Covenants of this sort were introduced in communities 
across New England, blending the line between religious and civic governance; each was 
an attempt to write order onto the social "tabula rasa" of the New World (Weir 2005: 4). 
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 The Dedham Covenant contained five principles.  First, that each citizen would 
"practice one trueth according to that most pfect rule, the foundacion where of is 
Euerlasting Loue" (Hill 1892: 2).  Second, that the town would endeavor to deny entry to 
any individuals who were "contrarye minded," thus ensuring that all new townspeople 
were "of one harte with us" (Hill 1892: 2).  This tenet gave the town the ability to vet all 
newcomers, who were subjected to a rigorous application process complete with a public 
examination in which all aspects of past actions and personal beliefs were bared for the 
community to see (Lockridge 1985: 8).  Implicit in this process was the capacity to expel 
any who strayed from the path of the Covenant.  The third principle stated that disputes 
would be settled before a panel of citizens, thereby codifying a regulatory system that 
required no outside intervention.  This mediation, according to Lockridge (1985: 6), was 
founded on the notion that, "a little sincere persuasion would remind the disputing parties 
of their obligations and restore the community, if not their souls, to unity and to peace."  
The fourth precept of the Covenant held that in exchange for land, each member of the 
community would be beholden to the town's "orders and constitutions" (Hill1892: 2).  
This stipulation meant that the town could enact specific regulations to enforce the 
abstract "perfect rule" described in the first tenet.  Lastly, by signing the Covenant, town 
members and their families were bound to its laws in perpetuity (Hill 1892: 2).  The 
Covenant was not a temporary measure to help the town navigate its growing pains; the 
founders tried to write the bedrock on which to build their ideal community. 
 The Dedham Covenant was essentially an attempt to inscribe a sense of 
communitas on a small farming town in the woods.  Communitas has been defined most 
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famously by anthropologist Victor Turner, who used the term to describe the feelings of 
joy, release, and unity encountered during periods of collective change, such as rites of 
passage, festivals, and other events that marked a diversion from the normal rhythms of 
life (1969).  For Turner, these events occurred on the margins, outside of central social 
structures, yet in the case of the plan for Dedham's religious framework, communitas was 
the central social structure.  The sense of community that would arise from working 
together for the town's improvement was intended to be central, not peripheral.  Laboring 
in the fields, repairing highways, and meeting to examine the consciences of newcomers 
were routes to collective spiritual pleasure; Edith Turner echoes this sentiment: "people 
find communitas in the comradeship and fellowship of work, and also wherever they find 
a chance for their ordinary humanness to flourish amid the pressures of life" (2012: 55).  
Work, and by extension all of community life, was a means to two ends: practical 
accomplishment and spiritual unity. 
 The men who penned the Dedham Covenant did not stop at that document.  They 
also established a number of policies designed to maintain the longevity of their vision.  
This began with the application and review process mentioned above.  At the August 18, 
1636 town meeting, community members were reminded that the sanctity of their 
Covenant required the forthcoming honesty of every individual.  They were encouraged 
to come forward to "give Informacon what he knoweth conerneing any man that is soe 
prsented vnto vs" (Hill 1892: 20). The town quickly refined the review process by 
prohibiting members from selling or renting land for more than a year to anyone who was 
not already a member of the town (Lockridge 1985: 8).  Completing the application 
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process did not ensure future privacy.  Once accepted into the fold, citizens could be 
subjected to inquiry into any aspect of their private lives and if one was found to have 
strayed from the path, he could be placed into the custody of a respected townsperson 
(Lockridge 1985: 15).  In addition to theological concerns, these practices also helped the 
town avoid becoming a sanctuary for poor or idle residents who could not or did not 
contribute to the town's labor supply (see Levy 2009). 
 Similar concerns over neighbors' behavior informed the establishment of 
Dedham's first church.  Beginning in 1637, townspeople debated how to start their 
congregation in weekly meetings that took place in citizens' houses on a rotating basis 
(Lockridge 1985: 25).  The group soon decided that, in accordance with their Puritan 
faith, only "saints could exercise the ordinances of Christian worship, since by the word 
of Christ only they were pure enough" (Lockridge 1985: 27).  The only way to determine 
sainthood was to create an application process by which an individual's profession of 
faith and behavior, past and present, could be reviewed.  This decision introduced a new 
quandary: who could lead the initial review if they could not yet decide who qualified as 
a saint?  After much discussion, they selected eight men whom all agreed were "living 
stones" upon which their church could be built.  These men first sequestered themselves 
for six months of meetings, examining their consciences and debating their opinions on 
the proper way to construct Dedham's first church.  They were then placed in front of a 
town meeting and inhabitants were given the opportunity to air any grievances that might 
compromise the men's ability to lead.  Disputes were settled and John Allin, Ralph 
Wheelock, John Luson, John Frary, Eleazer Lusher, Robert Hinsdell, John Hunting, and 
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Edward Alleyn were approved as church leaders (Lockridge 1985: 28–29).  The review 
of the rest of the town's residents could begin.  By 1648, 70 percent of the male residents 
had become members of the church (Lockridge 1985: 31).  In cases in which husbands 
joined, most wives also joined; in rare instances, wives alone became members.  Eighty 
percent of infants born between 1644 and 1653 were baptized; membership of at least one 
parent was a prerequisite for baptism.  There were holdouts, but these individuals were 
evidently not discriminated against.  In several instances, men who had not committed to 
the church, such as John Haward and Samuel Morse, were elected to town offices 
(Lockridge 1985: 31). 
 Although each member was equal in the transparency of their lives, the founders 
did not intend Dedham to maintain social egalitarianism.  Indeed, the men's Puritan 
beliefs held that all were not equal in the eyes of God.  After all, "it was foreordained by 
God that some men should have both greater capabilities and virtues than others ... it was 
equally fated that some men should be incompetents and sinners who would lag behind 
the rest" (Lockridge 1985: 11).  Nowhere was this more evident than in the governance of 
the town.  At the town meeting on May 17, 1639, the community ruled that too much 
meeting time was wasted debating the "Comon affayres" of the town and as such, a 
seven-man body would be elected and given "full power to contrive execute & pforme all 
ye busines & affayres of this our wholl towne" (Hill 1892: 53).  These selectmen, as they 
came to be called, oversaw virtually every aspect of town management, outside of 
accepting new members, granting land, and dividing land (Worthington 1827: 33; see 
Cook 1976 for a discussion of this phenomena in other New England towns).  This 
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tradition of oligarchy lasted for many years and carried with it no term limits.  As a 
result, for the first 50 years of Dedham's existence, the town's administration was 
dominated by a minority of wealthy, prominent citizens.  Specifically, 10 men occupied 
60 percent of the selectmen's seats prior to 1687, with an average term of 22 years 
(Lockridge 1985: 42).  In addition, the selectmen were given the duty of assigning seats 
in the meetinghouse.  The arrangement was determined based on the age, wealth, and 
service of each person, so the social hierarchy was reinforced not only through the 
election of governing officials, but also in the highly visual spatial patterning that was 
observed at every town meeting. 
 On the opposite end of Dedham's social spectrum were servants and slaves.  The 
practice of slavery began in New England almost as soon as it was settled; Edgar 
McManus points to the 1638 exchange of Pequot captives for West Indian black slaves as 
the genesis of the institution in the northeast (1973: 6).  Although its practice may not 
have been as intensive as it was in the mid-Atlantic and southern colonies, slavery in 
New England brought  thousands of Africans, West Indians, and Native Americans into 
bondage.1
                                                 
1 It is also important to note, as Myron Stachiw (1998) and Larry Menna (1998) do, that even as 
late as the 19th century, northern and southern economic interests were fully intertwined around 
the institution of slavery.  At many points, southern slave needs drove northern industrialism—
nearly everyone became implicated in the evils of slavery, even tangentially. 
  Peter Benes, in his study of Boston probate inventories, estimates that 
between 1647 and 1770, 7,000 slaves were kept in the city, comprising roughly 5 to 8 
percent of Boston's population (2003: 15).  Most slaves were kept as house servants or 
farmhands, but others assisted artisans or worked on merchant vessels (Cottrol 1998: xii).  
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In terms of its enslaved population, Dedham appears to have fallen in the lower end of 
the New England spectrum.  A 1681 report of "inmates and Seruants" in the village 
revealed that at least three "Negro" individuals (two boys, one unidentified) and two 
"indian" boys were held by various families (Hill 1899: 120–122).  Twenty-eight 
individuals were listed in the report (less than five percent of the population; 14 boys, 8 
girls, 2 men, 2 women, and 2 unidentified); some were labeled as English, some were 
identified as specific relatives of other Dedham residents, and others were not identified 
(these may have been black or Native American slaves) (Lockridge 1985: 72).  Many of 
the individuals listed may have been indentured servants, rather than slaves.   
Establishing a Utopia: Rules and Control? 
 While the Dedham Covenant and church application process established the 
socio-religious hegemony that would govern the town in a general sense, the community 
also enacted a number of by-laws that addressed some of the more specific, mundane 
concerns associated with planting a new settlement.  Some of these laws were written to 
create infrastructure, such as the order requiring every man to assist with highway work, 
or the yearly promotion of a few citizens to the post of wood-reeve (Hill 1892: 5–6, 8).  
Wood-reeves were responsible for overseeing the clearing of common land and the 
maintenance of fences.  Some by-laws were meant to ensure the collective safety of 
Dedham's citizens, such as the requirement of each family to keep a ladder next to their 
chimney in the case of fires (Hill 1892: 7).  Others were designed to minimize conflict.  
For instance, the town placed explicit limits on where pigs were permitted to forage, and 
further provided provisions describing what an individual could do if he found his 
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neighbor's pig rooting on his property.  Here was the practical application and 
prescription of labor, the means through which communitas could be achieved.  With the 
introduction of these by-laws, Dedham had a broad system of control, community, and 
infrastructure that attempted to anticipate any disputes that might arise while 
accommodating the needs of a fledgling town. 
 One of the earliest initiatives instituted by the founders of Dedham governed the 
distribution of land to town members.  After they had signed the Dedham Covenant, 
married men and their families were given twelve acres of land on which to settle and 
single men were given eight acres (Hill 1892: 20–21; A Plan of Dedham Village 1883).  
However, some of the more distinguished members of the community were given 
additional plots in this initial dispersal, while some were given smaller plots.2
                                                 
2 See, for example, John Luson's grant for twelve acres plus an extra parcel for "Situacon of an 
house & yeard roome" (A Plan of Dedham Village 1883: 9).  The 1648 valuation of Dedham 
house's listed Luson's home at £30 24s -- the sixth most expensive listing in the town. 
  Home 
plots were laid in long strips side-by-side.  After the initial land grant, families were 
given plots of land of various types (e.g., meadow, swamp, upland) at different points 
throughout the 17th century.  They also received rights to common lands.  The largest 
recorded distribution of common access occurred in 1656.  Each man's estate was 
evaluated and he was granted a portion of the common land in terms of which animals 
could pasture there.  Cow commons were the larger denomination, worth five goat or five 
sheep commons (Worthington 1827: 18).  Generally, men were given one cow common 
for every eight pounds of estate value (exceptions were made in a limited number of 
cases in which family's estates were valued very low). 
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 An initial inspection of the founders' distribution of land might lead to a 
conclusion of stinginess on the part of the original settlers.  Even with the introduction of 
new town members and numerous additional town-wide and individual grants, Lockridge 
still places the average amount of land received by nearly 200 people from 1636 to 1690 
at 150 acres (for a total of 30,000 acres) (1968: 64–66).  We might wonder why, if the 
Dedham land grant encompassed nearly 200 square miles, did the founders limit 
themselves and their compatriots to 30,000-40,000 acres of land (between 23 and 33% of 
the original grant)?  Dedham was not the only town that limited its initial land 
distribution: historian Philip Greven, Jr. documented a similar phenomenon in Andover, 
Massachusetts.  By the early 1660s, approximately 7,869 acres of Andover's original 60 
square mile grant (or approximately 21%) was dispersed among the occupants of 40 
houselots (1970: 59).  Greven attributed this fractional grant to the colonists' experiences 
in England, where their understanding of agriculture was based on a necessarily small 
scale (1970: 49).  He also speculated that perhaps either the prospect of establishing an 
open-field system or the lack of labor in younger families rendered large amounts of 
private land unnecessary (Greven 1970: 49).  Certainly these factors may have been 
present in Dedham.  Yet we would be wise to remember that the founders of Dedham had 
already demonstrated enough foresight to outline a lengthy series of principles and laws, 
both abstract and concrete, designed to maintain the physical and social stability of their 
idealized community.  Large swathes of available land represented potential growth, in 
the form of either grants to newcomers from outside or gifts to generations of children 
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from within (Allen 1982: 4).  Control over untouched land was just another component of 
planning for the desired utopian future. 
 Up to this point, I have described Dedham's origins, its founders, and their dreams 
of what the town could and should be, according to their Puritan ethic.  I must stress, 
though, that I am not attempting to paint a picture of Dedham as an orderly, hierarchical, 
and thus peaceable community.  This is not the portrait of "monolithic, conservative 
Puritanism" collapsing in the face of individualistic modernism (Stavely 1987: 104–105).  
What I have outlined thus far constitutes the earliest planning phases—the roadmap to 
communitas and peaceful salvation that the founders hoped their town would follow.  In 
practice, Dedham and its inhabitants strayed from that path as often as not and were no 
strangers to conflict.  Indeed, as we will see, Jonathan Fairbanks was an early example of 
this divergence as he and his family experienced what it was to be a Puritan in the New 
World. 
Farming in Dedham 
 The founders of Dedham transplanted a form of the English common field system 
to the New World, but this system was soon abandoned (see Thirsk 1984).  Although the 
first wave of settlers were granted large houselots and were given access to common 
fields, it was not long before they were permitted to grow whatever crops they wished 
and choose land from new grants in areas as close to their houselots as possible 
(Lockridge 1985: 82).  Residents also began exchanging land soon after initial settlement, 
a phenomenon historian David Grayson Allen noted in other New England towns, such as 
Watertown, Ipswich, and Newbury (towns which, like Dedham, were founded by a 
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predominantly East Anglian population) (1981: 213).  Agricultural efforts were aided by 
the fact that certain environmental similarities existed between old England and its newer 
counterpart.  The topographical range, seasonal changes, and flora and fauna that 
colonists encountered in their new surroundings bore some resemblance to those of their 
homeland.  As Donahue notes, though, there were also numerous unfamiliar difficulties: 
"colder winters, hotter summers, thinner soils, denser forests, and unruly rivers" (2004: 
79).  Colonists struggled with these new realities as they began their lives as New 
England farmers. 
 Whether practicing an early form of common field agriculture or a later form of 
independent farming, most Dedham landowners worked multiple types of land spread out 
across the town and its environs.  While this scattered arrangement might seem inefficient 
to our modern eyes, it came with two distinct advantages.  First, farmers were able to 
make use of different types of land.  Each land type had its own role in the agricultural 
process, so ownership over each type was crucial to successful cultivation.  Second, 
farmers could plant in a variety of soil types.  Soils ranged in quality and widespread land 
manipulation meant that farmers were rarely ruined by a single plot of poor soils (Allen 
1981: 46).  Of course, the system also came with disadvantages, the most obvious being 
the travel required to work plots at great distances from the homelot.  The land used to 
provide roads to and from lots was essentially "wasted" as it could not be used for 
cultivation (Bidwell and Falconer 1925: 57).  It also meant that disputes occasionally 
arose regarding access to land—with such a tightly woven tapestry of agricultural land, 
the only way to avoid crossing another man's land was to tip-toe along the seams.  This 
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added time to farming journeys and introduced a small point of tension into communities 
that relied on cooperation.  In many cases, passage through one's land was written into 
deeds of sale, agreements that could then be passed through generations of family 
members. 
 Dedham's farmers, like their analogues in England, were not only working the 
land.  They practiced mixed husbandry, a system in which livestock, the farmer, and the 
earth were all deeply interconnected (Donahue 2004: 55–60).  New England colonists 
kept a standard package of livestock: sheep, pigs, goats, chickens, cows, and the 
occasional horse.  This diversified farming scheme meant that, unlike their fellow settlers 
in the southern, and later western, colonies, New England farmers were not wholly 
dependent on the land.  Livestock provided meat and secondary products, such as milk, 
eggs, wool, and leather.  Animals could also be used to perform heavy farm work, such as 
pulling a plow or leading a cart to market.  As they grazed, they produced manure that 
could be used to slow the depletion of the soil's valuable nutrients.  On the other hand, 
livestock required care—food, shelter, protection against predators.  The time spent 
providing for animals meant less could be spent providing for one's family.  Livestock 
also had to be supervised to a certain extent.  Many of the disputes in the early days of 
settlement involved the trespassing of one family's herd onto another family's land. 
 The combination of crop and animal cultivation provided the backbone of, and 
necessity for, New England's agricultural system.  The diversified approach to land 
distribution allowed the farmer to provide for both his family and his livestock.  
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Mastering this system was no easy task.  It required a delicate balance between 
maintenance of arable land (for planting crops) and grass lands (for grazing livestock in 
the summer and feeding them in the winter) (Donahue 2004: 58).  Houselots typically 
consisted of a house, barns, outbuildings, and often also contained a cowyard, gardens, or 
orchards (Donahue 2004: 80).  They also usually included some portion of tillage.  
Farmers then typically owned upland (generally used for tillage) or portions of common 
planting fields on which they could also cultivate crops.  Meadows and swampland were 
used to grow grasses, which fed livestock and eventually enriched tillage with nutrients 
from manure.  Woodland, the last major land type, offered timber and could also used to 
pasture pigs, which thrived on acorns (Donahue 2004: 61).  Wood provided household 
fuel and the resulting ash could be used to make soap and lye, or could be spread in 
gardens and fields as a fertilizer (Donahue 2004: 62).  Once woodland was cleared, it 
could be converted to tillage or meadow. 
Working the Fields 
 Upon their arrival, colonial farmers began experimenting with various crops, 
beginning with those that were most familiar from their English experience.  This was 
met with mixed degrees of success.  For example, efforts to grow wheat in New England 
were largely frustrated by various pests, as well as a wheat "blast," or the disease now 
known as black stem-rust which appeared in eastern Massachusetts beginning in 1660 
(Bidwell and Falconer 1925: 13; Donahue 2004: 88).  The grain's popularity largely 
overrode these difficulties and yeoman continued their attempts at wheat cultivation for 
many years, with varied degrees of success (in 1801, wheat constituted a nearly 
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immeasurable portion of Norfolk County's grain yields: 51 of 140,414 bushels) (Bidwell 
and Falconer 1925: 12–13, 89–96).  Farmers were more consistently successful with rye, 
barley, oats, buckwheat, and peas.  Rye especially was a competitor of wheat because it 
thrived in New England's sandy and gravelly soils (Bidwell and Falconer 1925: 14).  Flax 
(prior to the early 18th century) and tobacco were less common in the region.  Most 
farmers also kept gardens and orchards for the cultivation of fruits and vegetables such as 
pumpkins, squash, beans, cabbages, turnips, onions, radishes, carrots, apples, pears, 
plums, and cherries (Bidwell and Falconer 1925: 16). 
 The lives of New England's colonists were tied to, and indeed dictated by, the 
seasons (Gross 1976: 8; Bowen 1988; Hubka 2004: 144–147).  Dedham's farmers were 
certainly no exception.  Spring was the primary planting time for most crops, but some 
were also put to ground in the fall, especially wheat and rye (Bidwell and Falconer 1925: 
13).  Both planted and fallowed fields would need to be turned with a hoe or a plow to rid 
them of weeds.  As corn stalks climbed under the summer sun, bean stalks curled around 
and up them, providing additional food and introducing invaluable nutrients back into the 
soil (Bidwell and Falconer 1925: 11).  Manure carts crisscrossed town as farmers 
fertilized their fields and livestock were moved from pasture to pasture.  When the 
lowlands were not flooded, meadows were cut and hay was stored in a dry place to keep 
it from spoiling.  Home gardens and orchards required planting, picking, and weeding.  
Many of the fruits and vegetables could then be pickled, preserved, or converted into 
beverages such as cider for later use.  The rush was on to ensure a good harvest.  In the 
winter, after the harvest, livestock were allowed to forage on the stubble, redistributing 
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nutrients from grasslands onto the arable fields (Donahue 2004: 59).  When the stubble 
ran out, particularly in longer cold seasons, stock were fed from stores of hay cut during 
the warmer seasons. 
 Farm labor was a family effort.  Men and their sons typically performed most of 
the heavy labor, such as planting, tending, and harvesting grain crops, breaking up 
grasslands, and cutting and transporting timber (Anderson 2008: 500).  Haying was 
undertaken primarily by men, but women helped because time was of the essence—it 
only took a short time for cut hay to rot, so it was essential that it be processed and put 
into storage quickly.  Women and their daughters conducted much of their work around 
the houselot, including both food production activities such as making dairy products 
such as butter and cheese, tending poultry for meat and eggs, and brewing beer and cider, 
as well as domestic upkeep and manufacturing such as child-rearing, spinning, and 
candle-making  (Anderson 2008: 500).  Women were also crucial in the care of livestock, 
from raising them and taking them to pasture, to collecting and manufacturing dairy 
products, to growing and delivering herbs for curing ailments and acting as midwives 
during births (Snow 2003).  The sheer quantity and variety of tasks required to sustain an 
operational farm meant that a large labor supply was necessary.  In the early period of 
New England settlement, this meant a large family.  The ascension or declination of a 
family's fortune can often be tied to the presence of sons and daughters in the home or 
vicinity.  As children left the nest, supplemental labor could be hired from outside, but 
this cut into the costs of the farm operation (Hornsby 2005: 133).  New England farmers 
were consistently forced to negotiate some sort of balance between labor supply, 
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seasonality, community land management, soil quality, and other environmental factors 
such as drought, blight, and temperature fluctuations.  This was the challenge facing the 
Fairbanks family when they traveled to the New World. 
 
The Fairbanks' English Origins 
 It is easy for the visitor to gaze in awe at the Fairbanks House's hand-hewn frame 
and marvel at those men and women who first lived beneath its drooping roof.  Yet the 
deep history of the Fairbanks in Dedham begins not in a timber-framed house in Dedham, 
but in the town of Kendal in Westmorland, England.  It was there that Richard Fayrbank 
was born in approximately 1470 (Hall 1932: 2).  The earliest reference to the Fairbanks 
name (in one spelling or another) can be found in Fayrbank's 1517 will.  Richard's wife, 
Alice Colcroft, was born to a wealthy Yorkshire family and it is thought that the 
Fayrbanks settled near Halifax, Yorkshire, soon after Richard and Alice wed (records 
listing various spellings of Fairbanks appear around Halifax in the early 16th century) 
(Hall 1932: 2–3).  Throughout the 16th century, members of the growing Fairbanks 
lineage spread out through Yorkshire.  Some reached as far south as Sheffield in South 
Yorkshire by the second half of the 16th century (Hall 1932: 3).  Other branches of the 
Fairbanks family tree, however, chose the Halifax area; it is from one of these branches 
that Jonathan Fairbanks, progenitor of the Fairbanks family in America, was descended. 
 Jonathan Fairbanks was likely born sometime around 1595 in the town of 
Sowerby near Halifax.  It has been speculated that he may have had a strained 
relationship with his father, John Fairbanks; Jonathan spent much of his life prior to 
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departing for the New World living with his uncle, George (Joseph and Landberg 2012).  
Jonathan was clearly very fond of his uncle's family, as he later named three of his 
children after George's adult offspring, and the feeling must have been mutual as George 
named the second of his three sons Jonathan (Joseph and Landberg 2012: 175, 181; 
Fairbanks 1897: 31–32).  Records tell us that Jonathan married Grace Smith of Warley, in 
the English county of Essex, on May 20, 1617 in Halifax (Yorkshire Parish Records, 
WDP53/1/1/5).  Although it is not entirely clear at what age they wed, it is clear that 
Jonathan and Grace had six children while living in England: John (b. February 15, 
1617/18), George (b. November 16, 1619), Mary (b. February 3, 1621/22), Jonas (b. 
March 6, 1624/25), Susan (b. December 10, 1627), and Jonathan (b. sometime in 
1628/29) (Yorkshire Parish Records, WDP53/1/1/5; Fairbanks 1897: 31–32; Fairbanks 
1908: 36–37).  According to tradition, the family, together with Jonathan's brother 
Richard and Richard's wife, Elizabeth, traveled from "the Downs" (probably referring to 
the chalk downs in south-east England), England to Boston, Massachusetts, aboard a ship 
called the Griffin in 1633 (Fairbanks 1897: 23).3
                                                 
3 Tradition, according to Fairbanks family historian Lorenzo Sayles Fairbanks' 1897 genealogy, is 
cited here in place of passenger records from the Griffin's 1633 journey, which have not been 
located.  The Griffin made numerous voyages across the Atlantic including one in either 1633 or 
1634 that bore Rev. John Cotton, Anne Hutchinson, and nearly 200 other passengers to Boston 
(Bush 2001: 44).  It is unclear if Jonathan, Grace, and their children were aboard the Griffin for 
this famous trip. 
  Regardless of the exact date, the weeks 
spent on board must have been stressful.  The older children, John, George, and Mary 
(fifteen, fourteen, and twelve respectively, assuming a 1633 departure date), likely helped 
their parents tend to the younger children (Jonas, eight; Susan, six; and Jonathan, four or 
five).   
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 Once their ship reached Boston harbor, the Fairbanks families were forced to find 
temporary lodging while they considered more permanent settlement options.  Such a 
situation was typical in the region and many of its larger towns operated as "way 
stations" through which families passed before choosing their final destinations (Allen 
1982: 3).  Richard and Elizabeth Fairbanks opted to remain in Boston.  Richard was 
admitted to the First Church of Boston in October of 1633 and Elizabeth was registered 
as a member in the following month (Fairbanks 1897: 23).  Richard attained a prominent 
position in early Boston society, holding several town offices.  He was granted 23 acres 
of land in 1637 and later became the colony's first postmaster (Fairbanks 1897: 23, 25).  
Jonathan and Grace seem to have spent a bit more time surveying the area before 
selecting a place to make a home.  Perhaps they remained on Richard and Elizabeth's 
land while they weighed their options (although neither Jonathan nor Grace is mentioned 
in Boston city records).  Whatever the case, it would be four years before the family's 
name emerged in the early documents of the newly-incorporated town of Dedham. 
 
The Fairbanks' Arrival in Dedham 
 The first time we see Jonathan Fairbanks in Dedham town records is on March 
23, 1636/7.  On this day, he was "prsented by John Dwite" and "accepted & subscribed" 
(Hill 1892: 28).  Jonathan received a plot of land described as follows: "twelve Acres 
more or lesse as it lyeth betweene John Rogers towards the North & Mr Timothy Dalton 
towards the South. And abutts vpon the waest towards the East & the Swampe towards 
the west. the highwaye 4 Rod broade through the west end of the Same" (A Plan of 
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Dedham Village, Mass., 1636–1876 1883: 13).  The term "waest" refers to wasteland, or 
land that was either thought not to be fit for settlement or territory that simply had not yet 
been distributed to residents.  The "highway" mentioned in the description is East Street, 
a road used from the earliest period of settlement (East Street currently marks the eastern 
boundary of the Fairbanks House property).  This plot would be home to members of the 
Fairbanks family for nearly 400 years and though its size would change according to the 
desires and realities the family experienced, it remains a significant physical marker of 
the Fairbanks' 17th-century origins. 
 Although they now had land on which to build a home, it is not clear where the 
Fairbanks family lived while their house was constructed.  Prior to the 
dendrochronological assessment of the Fairbanks House (Miles et al. 2002), tradition 
held that Jonathan and Grace brought the house frame, bricks, tiles, and windows with 
them across the Atlantic, which would have made it possible to erect the house in a 
matter of weeks, not months (Fairbanks 1897: 9–10).  While this might have been a 
convenient way to transplant one's family to the New World, the white oak timbers used 
to build the house appear to be local and were felled in the late 1630s at the earliest (more 
likely in the early 1640s) (Miles et al. 2002: 32).  With the understanding that the home 
was complete, or nearing completion, in 1641, at least four years remain between the 
time at which Jonathan was given land and the family had a finished house in which to 
live.  This question of temporary housing was certainly not limited to the Fairbanks 
experience; colonies throughout the English Atlantic world faced similar issues 
(Cummings 1979: 18–21; Carson et al. 1981; Moser et al. 2003; Leech 2005; Graham et 
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al. 2007).  For example, John Demos identifies the first phase of housing at Plymouth 
Colony as one of limited importance that was temporary and "did not outlast the very 
earliest years" (2000: 25).  When writing in later years, some of the English colonists 
identified these structures as "cottages," but as Demos points out, a more accurate label to 
our modern eyes would probably "huts" (2000: 25).  These houses were small, single-
story structures built primarily of wattle-and-daub (a method of construction involving a 
mud-like mixture packed around a lattice of sticks).  They probably lacked windows and 
their chimneys were made of logs coated in clay.  Demos speculates that some of these 
"temporary" structures may have been converted for other uses, such as farm buildings, 
storage, or animal shelters, after the families moved into lodging that was more 
permanent and, by comparison, more capacious (2000: 25–26).  He also provides an 
example of Web Adey, a destitute man who may have lived in a cottage until his death in 
1652 (2000: 26).  No remains of temporary housing have been located on the Fairbanks 
property.  This likely speaks to either the structure's impermanence, the lack of any 
archaeologically recovered features from the 17th century, or both. 
 
The Construction of the Fairbanks House 
 The Fairbanks House, arguably the most significant physical manifestation of the 
family identity to generations of descendants, museum visitors, and scholars, was 
constructed soon after Jonathan, Grace, and their children arrived in Dedham.  Once the 
Fairbanks family vacated their temporary housing, they moved into a dwelling that was, 
by the standards of a young colony, fairly luxurious.  According to the "valuation of the 
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houses" for the 1648 country rate, the first of its kind, the Fairbanks family home was 
worth £28–23–0 (Hill 1892: 154; it is not clear if this assessment included individuals' 
real estate or if it only evaluated houses).4
 The Fairbanks House was built roughly 12 meters (39 feet) to the west of East 
Street, on the western end of the family's property (Figure 4–1).  It stretched east-to-west 
approximately ten and a half meters (34 feet, 9 inches) from end to end and measured 
five meters (16 feet, 6 inches) wide.  When one walked into the front door, which was 
placed centrally along the dwelling's southern wall, she would find herself in a modest 
entryway lit by a small window to the right of the door.  A turn through the door to the 
left and she would enter the hall, a room dominated by the large fireplace along the 
room's eastern wall.  Ambient sunlight penetrated the room via a single diamond-paned 
casement window on the southern wall.  Egress to the backyard was possible 
  Of the 74 houses counted, the Fairbanks house 
was the tenth most valuable (tied with two others).  This places the residence in the upper 
15 percent of the town's house values.  But what did a "valuable" house look like in the 
17th century?  Any discussion of the Fairbanks House' architectural details will 
necessarily rely on the extensive and repeated analysis of famed New England 
architectural historian Abbott Lowell Cummings (1979, 2003; see also Building 
Conservation Associates 2000).  Cummings has traced the building's history, made a 
number of observations, and offered various questions about the evolution of the house.  
The ensuing section owes much to Cummings' insight. 
                                                 
4 It is unclear why the assessors did not convert shillings into pounds (23s = 1£ 3s).  This 
peculiarity was consistent throughout the assessment. 
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through a door on the back wall in the northwest corner.  Returning to the entryway, she 
could instead pass across the threshold to the right of the front door and enter the parlor.  
The parlor was the near-mirror image of the hall, although it was just over half a meter 
(two feet) shorter in width, its fireplace was somewhat smaller, it had no rear exit, and it 
likely featured a second window along the center of the east wall (in addition to the 
window on the south wall; Building Conservation Associates 2000: 42–43).  Retreating 
once more to the entryway, access to the second floor was provided by a staircase next to 
the central chimney stack.  The upper rooms, the hall chamber and parlor chamber, 
matched the lower floorplan with the exception that the hall chamber did not possess a 
Figure 4–1: 
Floorplan of the 
Fairbanks House, 
circa 1641 (Figure 
by author). 
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fireplace (and was thus not heated).  If one was willing to climb a ladder and duck to 
avoid hitting her head on the peaked roof, she would find the highest reaches of the 
house, an attic lit by two small windows on the eastern and western gable ends of the 
house.  Throughout the house's interior, the original carpenters' modest flourishes are 
evident as nearly every exposed framing element, including the roof frame and smaller 
framing timbers, is smoothed and finished with chamfering.  The house also featured a 
cellar under the hall that opened onto the western yard .  A second cellar, positioned 
under the eastern portion of the lean-to and a later addition on the eastern side of the 
house, may have also been an early 17th-century feature (Cummings 2003: 16–17).5
 The two-cell plan was a common sight in early New England.  Along with the 
one-room plan, it was the "most common [plan] in contracts, inventories, and the actual 
houses from the first century of settlement" (Cummings 1979: 22).  Cummings notes that, 
in terms of exterior dimensions, the Fairbanks House is analogous to many documented 
houses in the Massachusetts Bay dating between 1637 and 1706 (1979: 22; see also 
Cummings 2004).  In interior form, the Fairbanks House has many parallels.  For 
example, the Boardman house (c. 1687) in Saugus, Massachusetts, features a similar two 
story hall-and-parlor plan divided by a double-hearthed central chimney and a roughly 
  The 
exterior of the house was clad in overlapping red oak clapboards to help protect the 
timber frame against the elements. 
                                                 
5 This conclusion is based on Cummings' interpretation of the lean-to as the "Roome called the 
new house" mentioned in Jonathan Fairbanks' 1668 probate inventory (SCPR, 5: 112–114).  If in 
fact the lean-to was a late 17th-century addition to the house, then the second cellar was likely an 
early 17th-century feature (see below). 
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south-facing entry way.6
 The persistence of this floorplan illustrates its social value to 17th-century 
colonists.  The most obvious difference between single- and two-cell plans is the level of 
spatial control that each afforded.  An entry-way offered an antechamber for receiving 
visitors, after which they could be directed to either the hall or the parlor (or, if they were 
unwelcome, back out of the house) (St. George 1982: 166).  Similarly, at the risk of 
constructing a false division where there was undoubtedly overlap, the hall and parlor 
functioned as discrete spaces in which some combination of working, sleeping, and 
entertaining could take place.  The hall was more commonly used for cooking and eating, 
  The James Blake House (c. 1661) in Dorchester, 
Massachusetts, while a bit larger than the Fairbanks House, also consists of two rooms 
built around a chimney (Kahn 2007).  The two-cell, central chimney plan owes its genesis 
to 16th- and 17th century developments in East Anglian farmhouses (Cummings 1979: 
22–25).  Other early structures, while similar to the Fairbanks House in general plan, 
feature small differences.  A prime example of one such variation is the house 
constructed for Samuel Symonds in Ipswich, Massachusetts.  Symonds requested a two-
room structure with chimneys on both ends of the house, harkening back to an earlier 
(i.e., 15th- and 16th-century) building tradition (Cummings 1979: 25).  Regardless of 
their idiosyncrasies, two-cell houses dominated the New England landscape in the early 
17th century.   
                                                 
6 The main difference between the Fairbanks House and the Boardman House is that the latter 
features a passageway connecting the hall and parlor chambers.  This passage truncates both 
rooms' fireplaces.  The Boardman House also is approximately 25% larger than the Fairbanks 
House, has two second-floor fireplaces, and features slightly different fenestration. 
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while the parlor was where parents slept and social "rituals" such as entertaining, 
courtship, and funerals occurred (St. George 1982: 168).  Quite simply, having both 
rooms allowed residents to dictate which activities were seen by visitors and which 
remained hidden.  This domestic performance facilitated an appearance of cleanliness, 
order, and respectability in the public spaces and messiness, disorder, and labor in private 
spaces. 
 Jonathan Fairbanks' 1668 estate inventory supports this general division rather 
neatly (SCPR, 5: 112–114).  The parlor contains objects associated with sleep, including 
a bedstead, bedding, blankets, pillows, and a bed warmer, as well as various personal 
accoutrements such as clothing, toiletries, and a pair of spectacles in a case.  Also housed 
in the parlor, likely prominently displayed, were more expensive items.  These included a 
livery cupboard, pewter dinner wares, and a sizable collection of weaponry (a sword, a 
"musquet" and musket rest, two other guns, a bandolier, a half pike, and two staffs).  The 
Fairbanks also kept 15 books and a brass sundial bearing Jonathan's initials and a date of 
1650.  The parlor was thus both functional (for sleeping and storing objects) and 
symbolic (demonstrating the Fairbanks' relative wealth, literacy, worldliness, and 
dedication to time that structured a Puritan work ethic).  In contrast, the house's hall held 
four spinning wheels and a vast array of cooking and serving implements, such as pots, 
pans, pot hooks, a trencher, and wooden platters.  The furniture also spoke to the room's 
primary use.  The room was dominated by a table, a chair (likely Jonathan's), and a 
"forme," or wooden bench.  According to the arrangement recorded by the house's 
appraisers, this was a space of work and dining.  While certain changes to this spatial 
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order were likely made to fit the seasonal (and even daily) needs of the family, the 
inventory provides a glimpse at the ways that the Fairbanks' were able to manipulate their 
domestic space for different purposes.   
Early Additions to the House 
 Colonists used the basic one- and two-room floorplans for years after initial 
settlement.  It was not long, however, before some of these buildings grew as settlers 
added rooms in various directions, at various times, for various reasons.  The Fairbanks 
House was no exception.  There is evidence that points to the possible existence of an 
addition attached to the western side of the hall sometime during the 17th century 
(Building Conservation Associates 2000: 115–120; Cummings 2003: 15–16; Figure 4–2).  
According to Cummings, this linear, three-cell plan was common in the counties of 
Norfolk and Suffolk in England (2003: 6; c.f. Mercer 1975).  He also reminds us that 
Thomas Fisher and John Roper, two carpenters living in Dedham during the early period, 
originally lived in Winston in Suffolk and New Buckingham in Norfolk, respectively.  In 
most instances, the bay was used as a work- or food preparation space, such as a kitchen 
or buttery (Cummings 1979: 28).  The addition of one-room butteries or dairies to two-
room main houses was common in 17th-century England, but was less so in 
contemporaneous colonial settings (either as part of the original configuration or as an 
addition).  In his survey of room-by-room house inventories dating from 1630 to 1660, 
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Cummings found that only 18 of 102 mentioned a buttery or dairy by name (1979: 29).7
                                                 
7 It is important to note that the absence of explicit identification in an estate inventory does not 
necessarily mean that the room did not exist (Smith 1975; Cummings 1997; Izard 1997).  But in 
light of Cummings' findings, it seems fair to state that three-room houses consisting of a hall, 
parlor, and attached dairy or buttery were relatively rare in 17th-century New England. 
  
So if the Fairbanks did indeed add a third room onto the western end of their home, it 
makes the house that much more of a rarity.  But what does the evidence say? 
Figure 4–2: Hypothetical floorplan of the Fairbanks House with an additional bay 
built off of the home's western end (Figure by author). 
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 The principal architectural elements that indicate the presence of an addition are 
two "large, unused" mortises on the western sides of the northwest and southwest corner 
posts; these joints appear designed to fit the frame of an additional bay extending 
westward (Cummings 2003: 6).  There is also a door frame built into the northern end of 
the western gable-end frame, directly adjacent to the exterior door on the northern wall.  
Cummings argues that it would be "highly unlikely" that two exterior doors would be 
built so closely to one another (2003: 5).  Similarly, the western end of the house features 
no fenestration, which would be abnormal in an exposed wall.  Lawrence Sorli has shown 
that weathering on the exterior of the western gable end reveals an outline of a steeply 
peaked roof, a shape that could not have been made by the gambrel roof of the existing 
addition (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 115–116).  Sorli traced the weathering 
outline down from its peak to the mortise joints on the house's corner posts and used this 
evidence to argue that the outline and the mortises were both associated with a western 
addition of some kind (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 116–117).  
Archaeological excavations in this area found little relating definitively to the 17th 
century, although the cobble-stone feature found by Brown and Juli in trench 4 may have 
been a foundation element for the western addition (1974: 12–13; see also Chapter 3 and 
Building Conservation Associates 2000: 160–161).  The final data that may point to the 
presence of a 17th-century western addition is Jonathan Fairbanks' 1668 probate 
inventory.  This document mentions a "Roome called the new house" and the "Chamber 
in the new house" (SCPR, 5: 113).  While Cummings introduces the prospect that these 
labels may have referred to portions of a one-and-a-half story lean-to added to the rear of 
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the house (2003: 15; see below), Sorli argues that it is more likely that they were meant to 
reference the western addition (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 119). 
 There is evidence, though, that gives one pause when considering the presence of 
an early addition on the western side of the house.  Cummings found that a layer of red 
oak clapboards (the same tree type as the earliest clapboards identified elsewhere on the 
house) was nailed to the house frame on the western gable end (2003: 6).  The boards are 
weathered and the wattle-and-daub wall fill under the clapboards (visible from the 
western cellar) appears to have been pressed against the boards while still wet, signaling 
that the boards were installed when the wall was constructed.  According to Cummings, 
the presence of the clapboards could indicate that the Fairbanks originally planned a 
western addition, but ultimately did not execute one (2003: 6–7).  Another possibility, 
however, is that the clapboards were installed on the exterior of the original house and 
were subject to the elements for a number of years before the Fairbanks decided to 
expand.  The layer of old clapboards was then covered by the new construction, where 
they remained until the addition was torn down prior to the construction of the existing 
western addition. 
 If we assume that a 17th-century western addition did truly exist, the questions 
that remain are when it was erected and how it was used.  Certainly it was in place prior 
to its identification as the "new house" in Jonathan Fairbanks' 1668 estate inventory 
(SCPR, 5: 113).  It seems unlikely that it was constructed very soon after the main house 
was built, as demonstrated by the weathering on the originally-exterior clapboards on the 
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western gable end.  Perhaps some small wooden remnants in home's attic hold the key.  
Cummings notes that in the western roof bay there is a "series of split oak strips secured 
at close intervals to the outer surface of the principal rafters" (2003: 16).  Although the 
exact function of these strips has not been determined (they supported the roof covering 
in some fashion), they have been dated by dendrochronologists to 1654/5 (Cummings 
2003: 16; Miles et al. 2002: 33).  This provides a hint that at least some portion of the 
house was under construction during this time period.   
 Storage seems to have been the central function of the "new house."  Jonathan's 
inventory shows that the first floor room contained the tools of an active farmer.  These 
included five pitchforks, three rakes, a cheese press, two cheese "fatts" (vats), "some 
lumber," a beetle (hammer), four wedges, three spades, four hoes, three shovels, and five 
"old" sickles (SCPR, 5: 113).  The tools demonstrate that the Fairbanks' practiced both 
the intensive cultivation of crops and the exploitation of livestock (indicated by the 
dairying equipment).  The items housed in the second floor of the "new house" provide 
more specific insight into the family's farm produce.  There are only two entries listed in 
"the Chamber in the new house": "Indian Corne, Rye, Pease & wheate" worth two 
pounds three shillings and "Hemp, flax & ropes" worth 1 pound (SCPR, 5: 113).  The 
first part of this grouping was grain storage—dried English peas, Indian corn and rye for 
making bread, and wheat for making bread and cakes.  The family may have also been 
growing hemp, which could be sold and made into rope, and flax, which could be 
converted into cloth or twine. 
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 If the western extension was added in the early 1640s, then there may have been 
social reasons behind its construction.  By the time the main house was finished, 
Jonathan's daughters Mary and Susan were roughly 19 and 14 years old, respectively.  
Jonathan and Grace may have decided to build an addition onto the house that would 
allow the family to rearrange some of their material culture, thus enabling them to present 
a more tidy and respectable parlor in which their daughters could be courted.  
Archaeologist Myron Stachiw and historian Nora Pat Small noted a similar phenomenon 
during the early 19th century at the Emerson Bixby house in Barre, Massachusetts 
(1989).  Stachiw and Small linked a flurry of changes made to the dwelling's floorplan—
adding rooms, altering fenestration, updating finishes, etc.—to a "concern with 
appearances and social formality" that arose during the Bixby daughters' courtship years 
(1989: 144).  Impressing would-be suitors was paramount to securing an advantageous 
union for the young women.  While the Bixby alterations occurred during the 19th 
century, the Fairbanks scenario may have been similar.  Jonathan and Grace perhaps 
opted to alter the physical duration of their home to serve their children's futures.  Mary 
ultimately married in 1644, and again ten years later after her first husband died, and 
Susan married in 1647 (Fairbanks 1897: 31–32).  These unions may have been aided by 
flexibility achieved through adding the western extension to the house. 
 The other major alteration made to the house during the 17th century was the 
addition of a lean-to on the rear of the building.  The attachment of lean-tos to so many 
early New England houses resulted in the "saltbox" profile that has become iconic in the 
region.  We can return to the Boardman House to see an excellent example of a rear lean-
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to.  Here the addition was in place by 1697 (less than ten years after the main house was 
constructed) and contained a "milkhouse" that was likely located in the northeast corner 
of the structure (Cummings 1979: 31).  This floorplan is echoed in the records of a house 
sold by Boston merchant Peter Oliver, which consisted of "two lower roomes, and two 
upper roomes, a leantow, a buttery at one end of the leantoe and a shead or out house" 
(Cummings 1979: 31).  Lean-tos generally functioned as secondary spaces for work, 
storage, and cooking. 
 Cummings calls the Fairbanks House's lean-to the oldest surviving example in 
Massachusetts (1979: 84).  The lean-to spans the length of the house and measures 
roughly three and a half meters (11 feet) wide.  The addition is currently partitioned into 
two sections: the western two-thirds and eastern one-third of the lean-to.  It is not clear 
when this division took place, although two deeds in 1764 mention the "Easterly" and 
"Westerly end[s] of the Leantow" (SCRD, 103: 8, 104: 72).  It is difficult to assign a date 
to the construction of the addition.  The space is not mentioned explicitly in Jonathan 
Fairbanks' 1668 room-by-room inventory (unless one subscribes to Cumming's belief that 
the "Roome called the new house" was in fact a reference to the lean-to).  Although this 
does not mean that the lean-to was definitively absent (rooms were sometimes not named, 
but still inventoried), it suggests that it was not built until sometime after Jonathan's 
inventory.  Cummings states that the presence of lean-tos had become "relatively 
standard" by the end of the 17th century (1979: 31).  This range places the lean-to's 
construction in the 1668–1700 range.  This span could unfortunately not be confirmed by 
dendrochronology, as the existing frame timbers were not found suitable for testing 
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(Miles et al. 2002: 32).  A post-1668 interpretation for the lean-to's construction is 
complicated by the reference in Jonathan's probate inventory to two cellars (a "Working 
Cellar" and "Another Cellar"; SCPR, 5: 112–114).  Two cellars currently exist under the 
house, one under the western portion of the hall and existing western addition, and one 
under the eastern portion of the lean-to and the eastern addition (see Chapter 6 for a 
discussion of these later additions).  The excavation of the latter cellar could logically 
have coincided with the erection of the lean-to.  If these were the two cellars referred to 
in Jonathan's inventory, then the lean-to could have been standing by the time Jonathan's 
estate was assessed.  It is also possible that one of the cellars in Jonathan's inventory was 
built somewhere else on the property, and the cellar that currently exists under the eastern 
portion of the house was a later addition, perhaps coinciding with the construction of the 
house's eastern addition. 
 What we are left with is an image of a house that, by our modern standards, 
appears modest: two moderately-sized rooms built around a chimney, with rooms above, 
and a peaked attic.  Yet in a community still finding its footing, the Fairbanks House 
stood out as a cut above the rest.  Its diamond-paned windows and decorative touches 
demonstrated a reserved propriety and control over the wilderness that surrounded 
Dedham on all sides.  The house's position near East Street meant that it was seen, albeit 
not frontally, by traffic on one of busiest roads into town.  When more space was 
required, Jonathan and his family altered their dwelling, building outward in two 
directions to provide additional storage and possibly living areas to fit their growing 
needs.  In the generations that followed, the house would continue to transform, adapting 
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to suit the requirements of changing family.  Tangible and intangible durations were 
added, changed, or deleted, but the family's roots were planted and they continued to 
cling to Dedham's soil for many years. 
 
The Fairbanks Family, Citizens of Dedham 
Laboring for the Town 
 Jonathan, Grace, and their children, like their fellow colonists throughout New 
England, lived within a community that had distinct conceptions of social worth.  Lisa 
Wilson has shown that during the 17th century, a man's worth was judged by his 
"usefulness," or his ability to provide for his family, the community, and the church 
(1999: 1–2).  It was not until the late eighteenth century that men were judged more on 
the basis of their purses than their ability to work (Wilson 1999: 36).  Similarly, Anne 
Lombard argues that 17th-century gender definitions, as steps towards measures of 
idealized social roles, were based on a family's ability to provide for its children (2003).  
Specifically, a man was expected to achieve "competence," or to be able to "support 
himself and his family without becoming permanently dependent on wage earning, debt, 
or other forms of outside control" (Lombard 2003: 4).  Despite the impetus placed on 
men by the Puritan patriarchy, Lombard emphasizes that both men and women played 
important roles in providing a competence for future generations (2003: 5).  New 
Englanders viewed gender roles not as dichotomous, but as hierarchical and age-based: 
rational, emotionally-mature men were seen as superior to both "sensual women" and 
"rash, volatile, and vulnerable boys" (Lombard 2003: 10).  Both definitions also had a 
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temporal character: women were seen as passionate and reactive, whereas manliness was 
typified by a longer-term sense of control and responsibility.  The crucial difference 
highlighted by these two conceptions was that feminine traits were viewed as innate, 
while masculinity had to be consistently performed (Lombard 2003: 9).  Meeting and 
maintaining these definitions of usefulness, competence, and gender required significant 
amounts of planning and reflexivity.  They underpinned many of the decisions made by 
Jonathan, Grace, and their family throughout their years in Dedham. 
 Jonathan Fairbanks' life as an active citizen of the community began the day he 
was accepted as a member of the town.  On that day, March 23, 1637, he was ordered to 
assist Samuel Morse and William Bearstowe in allocating timber for the completion of a 
"Hogsyeard" (Hill 1892: 28–29).  Over the course of the next four years leading up to the 
construction of his house, Jonathan participated in an investigation of the Charles River 
for the purposes of building a causeway over it, surveyed meadow land prior to its 
dispersal, and laid out a cart path to the town's water mill (Hill 1892: 35, 44, 48–49, 79).  
Many of his appointments were very specialized, indicating that Jonathan possessed a 
mixed skill-set, including carpentry, surveying, and basic engineering.  This is supported 
by his 1668 estate inventory, which includes "2 vices & one turning lath" in the "Working 
cellar" and "many small tools for turning and other the like worke" in the hall chamber 
(SCPR, 5: 113).  Accordingly, Jonathan occupied the post of surveyor in 1647 and was 
one of the town's wood-reeves in 1648, 1651, 1653, 1654, and 1656 (Hill 1892: 114, 118, 
134, 138–140).  These jobs were consistent with the spirit of the Covenant: each man was 
expected to work in collective pursuit of "that most pfect rule" (Hill 1892: 2).  
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Practically, citizens earned more tangible benefits, typically in the form of additional land 
grants or other payments.  For his part, Jonathan was given four acres of swampland in 
1637, six acres and five poles of meadow "beneth ye
 By the time construction of the Fairbanks House was completed, the household's 
appearance had changed very little.  Everyone had grown several years older, as they 
were wont to do: Jonathan and Grace were now in their late 40s, John was a young man 
of 24, George was about to turn 22, Mary was 19, Jonas was 16, Susan was not yet 14, 
and Jonathan Jr. was roughly 13.  What had changed, however, was that not all of the 
children were still living under one roof.  On June 23, 1640, John Fairbanks was granted 
six acres "at y
 greate pond" (probably Wigwam 
Pond) in 1638, and a one-eighth share of a parcel of land on Low Plain in 1641 (Hill 
1892: 30–31, 46, 80).  With land ownership came political privilege and economic 
independence, two important elements of male identity during the 17th and 18th centuries 
(Beranek 2012).  Thus the benefits Jonathan reaped from his civic duties were manifold: 
on one hand, he proved his usefulness by filling multiple roles in the town's infrastructure 
and on the other hand, he earned land and resources which he and Grace could one day 
bequeath to their children, thereby validating themselves as prudent parents and 
reinforcing Jonathan's masculinity. 
e east end of his fathrs lot" (Hill 1892: 68).  This grant, which was given to 
John before he was an official member of the town (his membership became official in 
1651; Fairbanks 1897: 14), may have been in recognition of his usefulness to the 
community.  Four months prior, in February of 1640, John was granted one cedar tree 
(for clapboarding purposes) for "some speciall service he hath done for ye town" (Hill 
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1892: 63).  No further details were offered, but this episode may indicate that small 
grants of materials or land were given to Dedham residents in exchange for services 
rendered, even when they were not yet official members of the town.  On March 16, 
1641, John married Sarah Fiske Fairbanks 1897: 35).  The couple likely lived on John's 
land adjacent to his father's lot; John's house was valued at £4 in the 1648 tax valuation 
(Hill 1892: 154).  Between 1642 and 1661, John and Sarah had nine children, but four of 
them died before reaching the age of 19 (including twins Mary and Martha, who passed 
away a mere six days after they were born in 1650) (Fairbanks 1897: 35).  This left John 
Jr. (b. 1643), Sarah (b. 1645), Joseph (b. 1656), Hannah (b. 1657), and Benjamin (b. 
1661). 
 Like his father, John Fairbanks worked for the town doing various jobs, 
demonstrating his ability to provide for his family and for his community.  It is 
interesting to note, though, that he was not recruited in any official (recorded) capacity 
until 1652, less than a year after he was accepted as a member of the town (Fairbanks 
1897: 14).  In that year, wolves plagued the town's livestock, so John, his father, and two 
other men were asked to kill as many of the beasts as they could (Hill 1892: 197).  In 
return, they were to receive ten shillings per wolf, a sum equal to more than ten percent 
of the value assigned to John's house in the previous year (Hill 1892: 183).  Over the 
course of the next 20 years, John was not called to perform many specialized jobs, 
although it is assumed that he participated in the mandatory highway maintenance and 
other community construction projects.  John's most significant role came in 1664, when 
he and Daniel Fisher were sent to Lancaster to view some large plots of land that the 
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town was considering purchasing (Hill 1894: 88).  John may have been chosen for the job 
because his brother, Jonas, had moved to Lancaster in 1657 and perhaps the local 
connection would help to facilitate the search (Fairbanks 1897: 38).  John reported to the 
selectmen later that year that he had located 8000 acres of land in an area called 
Petumtuck (later known as Deerfield).  The land was soon purchased from the resident 
Native Americans for a sum of ninety-four pounds ten shillings (Worthington 1827: 24–
26). 
Join the Town, Join the Church? 
 There is no doubting the church's significance to Dedham's founders.  It also 
cannot be overstated just how intertwined the religious and civic aspects of life were in 
the minds of these settlers.  It was because the founders so valued commitment to Puritan 
ideals that they required a pledge to the church, one that was distinct from the signing of 
the Covenant that granted town membership.  Yet still there were those who initially 
declined to participate in the process.  Among these hold-outs was Jonathan Fairbanks.  
An entry in the records of the first church of Dedham reveals that Jonathan did not join 
the congregation until August 14, 1646, a full nine years after he was accepted as a 
member of the town (Hill 1888: 29).  Moreover, the entry provides some insight into why 
Jonathan resisted joining: "he had long stood off fro' ye church upon some scruples about 
publike p'fession of faith & ye covenant."  Evidently, it took "divers loving conferences 
wth him" to convince Jonathan to publicly declare his faith and subject himself to 
examination by the church members (Hill 1888: 29).  Trepidation in the face of public 
declaration was not unheard of, especially in the latter stages of the 17th century; 
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historian David Flaherty related the story of a Dedham woman who was allowed to 
profess her faith in private after fainting multiple times during public examination (1972: 
643, cited in Benes 2012: 37).  A fascinating wrinkle to this story comes in the fact that 
Jonathan and Grace's eldest daughter, Mary, had officially made her commitment to the 
church almost six years earlier, on January 11, 1641 (Hill 1888: 24).  Mary would later 
wed Michael Metcalf in 1644, but when she joined the church, she was a single woman 
whose parents had not openly declared their allegiance to the institution (Fairbanks 1897: 
31).  Mary's faith and conviction must have been strong to step out from her family and 
place herself before the town for her public confession.  Her bravery was evidently not 
shared by her father, although he too soon relented and made his confession. 
 What could have caused Jonathan to initially abstain from joining the church?  He 
and Grace were married in the church of St. John the Baptist in Halifax, West Yorkshire 
(Yorkshire Parish Records, WDP53/1/1/5).  The church has medieval origins and 
survived the religious tumult of the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries 
(Hargreaves n.d.).  When Jonathan and Grace were married, the parish was overseen by 
Vicar John Favour, a staunch Puritan whose direction of the church likely would have 
conflicted with Jonathan's later resistance (Hargreaves n.p.).  So if he was married in a 
Puritan church, what caused Jonathan's reservations about public confession, declaration, 
and examination?  It may have been a simple matter of lacking confidence as a public 
speaker, as Peter Benes has noted (2012: 36–37).  Jonathan's reticence may have also 
been a reflection of his beliefs. 
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 Perhaps the shift in Jonathan's views came after he left England, but before he 
arrived in Dedham.  The family may have been exposed to alternative beliefs during their 
time in the Boston area prior to settlement in Dedham; after all, New England would 
become a hotbed of alternative religious interpretation.  Or perhaps Jonathan and Grace 
experienced a change of heart even before their ship reached the docks.  If they had 
indeed shared space on the Griffin with dissidents such as John Cotton and Anne 
Hutchinson , then the family may have been exposed to religious opinions that ran 
counter to those of Dedham's founders (Bush 2001: 44).  Cotton and his protégé 
Hutchinson rejected the popular Puritan ideal that faith was demonstrated by a life of 
"good works," or outwardly saintly behaviors (Colacurcio 2000: 657).  They emphasized 
instead the forging of a personal relationship with God, the strength of which took 
priority over any outside judgments.  Jonathan, Grace, and their children may have been 
exposed to Cotton and Hutchinson's convictions during their voyage to Boston.  Historian 
Allison Games has illustrated how information was exchanged during oceanic voyages, 
with the decks of ships acting as social arenas where ideas and beliefs were exchanged 
among "cosmopolitan" travelers (2008: 9).  If, through decktop discussions, he adopted 
some of Cotton's notions about Puritan living, Jonathan would have likely been reluctant 
to publicly profess his faith.  There may have also been danger associated with the 
espousal of such dissident beliefs.  Cotton and Hutchinson were fleeing persecution in 
England, but soon faced a similar discrimination in New England (Colacurcio 2000: 655).  
When word of their conflicts with local ministers reached Dedham, it would only be 
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further incentive to avoid publicly declaring one's alignment with the controversial 
doctrines. 
 Regardless of whether it was because of fear of confession or skepticism of its 
necessity, Jonathan was eventually convinced to join the majority.  Something about the 
"divers loving conferences" brought him into the fold in 1646 (Hill 1888: 29).  During his 
period of time away from the church, Jonathan does not seem to have been discriminated 
against by rest of the town.  He was assigned tasks ranging from the mundane (assigning 
timber) to the significant (measuring land dispersals, surveying and constructing a 
causeway) prior to his acceptance into the church.  He also received his share of land 
grants.  We might attribute these facts to the practicality of the other townspeople: in 
Jonathan Fairbanks, they had a skilled woodworker and engineer and they intended to 
make use of him, regardless of his faith.  Of course, without some sort of social pressure, 
Jonathan would have no reason to end his dissent.  We can only speculate about why 
Jonathan held out from joining the church and what eventually caused him to change his 
mind.  What is significant is that according to the documentary evidence, Jonathan's 
existence outside of the church appears remarkably similar to the lives of those who 
entered within the church upon their arrival in Dedham.  Everyone worked together for 
the town and lived off the land, with or without the church's official blessing.  Perhaps 
the emphasis, in the minds of the church officials and town founders, was placed on 
work, which they expected to lead to a feeling of communitas.  Through joyful collective 
work, holdouts were expected to come around eventually to the church's embrace, just as 
Jonathan Fairbanks did.   
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Dividing the Land 
 Both John and Jonathan, along with most of the rest of the male citizens of 
Dedham, continued to acquire land in parcels spread out across the landscape either 
through town divisions or through individual purchase, building a package of territory 
that could eventually be passed from generation to generation.  Each of these plots bore 
their own tangible durations (as workable, crop-yielding land) and intangible durations 
(as potential sources of subsistence) that were important to the Fairbanks' present and 
future identities.  Although traces of these tracts are no longer directly associated with the 
Fairbanks House, they provided generations of Fairbanks households with a livelihood 
and subsistence.  Roughly six years after he received his houselot, Jonathan was granted 
six acres of meadow on the "South side of Ballpate hill" in 1642 (in place of the six acres 
and five poles he was supposed to have received in 1638, but never did "by Reason of 
some Interuption") and two acres of land near Wigwam Plain in 1644 (Hill 1892: 86, 
103).  John was given six additional acres of land, which was likely an addition to his 
home plot because it was described as being bounded by wasteland, his father's land, and 
that of George Beasto (Hill 1892: 179).  John and Jonathan both purchased small plots of 
land from John Thurston in 1651 (Hill 1892: 178).  Each man also received portions of 
group dispersals throughout the middle part of the 17th century, including portions of 
upland on "a smale playne betwene the great playne & Charles Riuer" (Jonathan: 2 acres, 
2 "roodes" [1 rood=1/4 acre]; John: 8 acres, 28 poles), woodland in an unidentified 
location (Jonathan: 6 acres, 1 "roode"; John: 2 acres, 1/2 "roode"), and land in an 
unnamed location (Jonathan: 9 acres, 11 poles; John: 4 acres, 3 roods, 18 poles) (Hill 
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1892: 96, 110, 212).  At some point in the mid-17th century, likely in 1649 or 1650, 
eligible townspeople received rights to land in Bogastow (what would become Medway); 
Jonathan references his share in his 1668 will (Hill 1892: 128; SCPR, 6: 15; see also 
Mann 1847: 13, 130).  All told, by 1656, Jonathan owned a little more than 51 acres and 
John possessed at least 28 acres (plus the two unspecified grants received in 1651).  
These sums swelled in 1659/60 and 1663, when the town purchased land in Natick and 
additional territory called Wollonmonopoag (later called Wrentham).  Each man received 
roughly 24 acres of the Natick plot.  Jonathan, John, and Jonathan Jr. shared lot number 
30 in the Wollonmonopoag division, which included 19.5 acres and 23.25 rods (Hill 
1894: 62–64). 
 Both Jonathan and John Fairbanks were also given land as part of the 1656 
common distribution.  Jonathan's estate was valued at £108 2s, which entitled him to six 
cow commons (six and three-quarter acres of land) (Hill 1892: 143).  Immediately 
following the initial distribution, he was given one additional cow common to bring his 
total to seven (Hill 1892: 146).  John's estate was estimated to be worth £96 2s, which 
meant that he was granted five cow commons and two sheep commons (roughly six and 
one quarter acre) (Hill 1892: 143).  There was also some dispute raised by several 
townspeople (including Jonathan) about the equity of the distribution, a conflict settled 
by a committee of men from the town (in accordance with the Covenant).  As part of the 
settlement, the aggrieved parties received 12 additional cow commons in 1660, of which 
Jonathan received one (Hill 1894: 231). 
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The Daily Lives of the 17th-Century Fairbanks Families 
Jonathan, Grace, and the Death of a Patriarch 
 Having explored Dedham's Puritan founding, the construction of the Fairbanks 
House, and the nature of farming in New England, we can now get a clearer view into the 
daily lives of the Fairbanks family.  The logical place to start is at the end of Jonathan's 
life, when the family's property was inventoried for the purposes of settling Jonathan's 
estate (SCPR, 5: 112–114; Appendix 4).  The inventory shows that the family was 
practicing a typically diverse brand of mixed husbandry.  They cultivated the local and 
notably hardy "Indian Corne," along with rye, peas, wheat (evidently not yet affected by 
the notorious wheat blast), hemp, flax, and possibly hops (there were "Hops in a bag" in 
the Hall Chamber, but these may have been purchased; there was no reference to barley, 
although the hops may have been leftover from an earlier brewing session or they may 
have been added experimentally into hard cider).  Once grown, these crops were stored 
either in the western addition called the "new house" or in the attic.  The Fairbanks' also 
pressed their own cider using apples grown in an orchard on their homelot (a "sider 
press" is listed in the yard, apples and "vessells with Sider in them" were found in the 
cellar yard, and the orchard is identified on the homelot in the "Houses and Lands" 
section of the inventory).8
                                                 
8 Visitors to the Fairbanks House are often told that the family orchard was located just east of the 
house, which is supported by the claim that until recently, ancient apple trees grew on a property 
across East Street from the Fairbanks House (Service 2009). 
  The family also kept "3 swine with Piggs [piglets] belonging 
to one of them," two steers ("about 4 yeares old"), four "Cowes" and one yearling calf.  
The secondary products of these animals are evident throughout the property: cheese-
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making equipment and spinning wheels in the "new house," cheese, butter, and tallow in 
"Another Celler," and "sheepes woole" in the hall chamber.  Fodder for the animals was 
housed in "the barne," a building whose location is unknown.  When the time came to 
butcher the livestock, the meat could be salted in the powdering tub listed in the cellar 
yard and stored (the inventory states that the tub was found "with some porke in it"). 
 There is much more that we can learn from this detailed document.  As has 
previously been mentioned, a significant part of Jonathan's trade centered around 
woodworking.  His probate inventory lists, in addition to a litany of tools, some 
incomplete projects such as spinning wheel rims.  While later traditionalists might have 
celebrated the presence of four spinning wheels in the house's parlor (see Monkhouse 
1982), they were probably not there for use, but for sale.  Together with spinning wheels, 
Jonathan probably turned other types of tools and furniture elements.  We also see 
evidence of the variety of jobs facing Grace and her daughters.  There was rope, yarn, 
and thread to be wound and spun, clothing to be sewn, mended, and cleaned, meat to be 
salted, milk and lard to be cooled in keelers, young livestock to be weaned, older animals 
to be fed and tended to, and apple trees to be picked and pruned, not to mention the 
routine cooking and cleaning that took place more regularly.  When the family was not 
working, they could entertain friends and family in their parlor, away from the grubby 
work and storage allocated to the hall and rear of the house.  Guests were invited to 
admire the family's armaments, fine furniture, and curios.  When it was time to dine, the 
family served meals on pewter wares, likely with cider or beer to drink.  If company was 
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not present, the Fairbanks' likely ate from more modest wares, such as wooden platters 
and trenchers. 
 Upon initial inspection, Jonathan's probate inventory details all the trappings of a 
moderately wealthy farmer: possessions of good quality and a house that, when it was 
first built, ranked among the best in the town.  The inventory also lists Jonathan's 
extensive landholdings, including the 12-acre homelot, 15 acres of field, ten acres of 
meadow and swamp, nine acres of pasturage (cow commons), six acres of upland, six and 
one quarter acres of woodland, and nearly 34 acres of land located in Natick, 
Wollomonopoag (Wrentham), and Paucumtack (Deerfield).  In sum, this land totaled 
nearly 95 acres and was valued at £241.  The homelot, with its "Orchard and all the 
buildings thereon," was by far the most valuable plot, priced at £150.  The landholdings 
represented a sufficiency that could be passed to the Fairbanks sons, demonstrating the 
family's ability both to generate large amounts of agricultural produce and to provide for 
future generations.  It would seem, then, that Jonathan used his land to maintain his 
position among the wealthy in Dedham society.   
 The town's early tax records say otherwise.  The earliest enumerated tax recorded 
in the Dedham town records occurred in 1648.  This "country rate" was a tax commonly 
collected in Massachusetts towns to pay for colony expenses (contrast this with the "town 
rate" used to defray expenses that cropped up in the town's annual cycle, or other taxes 
such as the poll tax, war taxes, etc.) (Judd 1863: 206).  Taxes typically consisted of a 
fixed rate applied to both the visible estate's value and the estate's estimated potential 
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output (Kinsman 1903: 1–2; Howe and Reeb 1997).  Between 1648 and Jonathan's death 
in 1668, the country rate was collected ten times (Figure 4–3).  During that time, the 
median rate (i.e., that paid by the average Dedham citizen) ranged from 5 shillings to just 
over 18 shillings.  We are perhaps not surprised to see that, for the first three country rate 
collections (1648, 1649, and 1653), the Fairbanks estate was worth between three and ten 
shillings more than that of the average citizen.  In 1653, Jonathan was assessed a rate 
consistent with those in the upper one-third of the town's economic spectrum.  Yet after 
reaching this peak, the Fairbanks estate plummeted in value.  In the first tax assessment 
after 1653 (c. 1659), Jonathan is charged a rate well below that of the average Dedham 
resident.  From 1659 to the final country rate of Jonathan's life in 1664, the family is 
never charged a rate above the median.  They come very close to a return to the middle in 
1663 when Jonathan is charged a mere pence below the median rate (possibly coinciding 
with the land he received in Wrentham earlier that year), only to fall back near the bottom 
one-third of the spectrum the next year.  Clearly there is a discrepancy between the 
appearance of the Fairbanks estate as judged via Jonathan's probate inventory and the rate  
at which the family was taxed.  How can we explain this incongruity? 
 The decline in the Fairbanks estate's estimated value was probably catalyzed by a 
variety of factors.  The first was a reality faced by every New England farmer for 
generations: declining free labor supply.  When Jonathan and Grace arrived in Dedham, 
their family included six children ranging in age from 7–8 to 18.  The children played an 
integral role in the life of the farm.  John, George, and Jonas likely helped Jonathan till 
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the land on their homelot and cut hay on their swampland.  Mary, Susan, and Jonathan 
Junior stayed closer to the farm and assisted Grace in household chores, tending to the 
livestock, and cultivating the orchard.  By the time Jonathan was granted his first plot of 
additional arable land, John Fairbanks had married and was granted his own land adjacent 
to his father's plot.  The two families, once established, one budding, probably assisted 
one another in work, acting as a local support system during trying periods of the year.  
By the time the first country rate was assessed in 1648, however, Mary, George, and 
Susan Fairbanks had married and moved off of the family property (in 1644, 1646, and 
1647, respectively).  Jonathan and Grace were in their early fifties at this point, but Jonas 
(23) and Jonathan Junior (approximately 20) still lived and worked at home, and the 
Figure 4–3: Country rates paid by Jonathan Fairbanks, 1648–1666, in relation 
to the rest of Dedham's population (Figure by author). 
169 
family may have had periodic assistance from the married children's families.  They 
would soon likely receive help from John Fairbanks' children, Joshua (b.1642), John 
(b.1643), and Sarah (b.1645), and later Jonathan (b.1648).  They probably also 
supplemented their family's hands with those of hired help from around the community—
networks of credit and exchange connected members of the community in ways that often 
did not involve hard currency (Ulrich 1991; Nylander 1993).  Jonathan and Grace clearly 
had enough labor to work the roughly 50 acres they owned by the early 1650s. 
 This changed, however, in the 1650s and 1660s.  Sometime before he was 
accepted as town member in 1654, Jonathan Jr. married.  He appears for the first time in 
the list of country rates in 1653, meaning that he owned his own property by that time 
(Hill 1892: 213–214).  In 1657, son Jonas Fairbanks moved to Lancaster, Massachusetts, 
leaving Jonathan and Grace with a proverbial empty nest (Fairbanks 1897: 38).  Around 
that same time, son George Fairbanks left Dedham to live in Sherborn, Massachusetts 
(Fairbanks 1897: 37).  This dispersal of children across the Massachusetts Bay area left 
Jonathan and Grace with a severely diminished free labor source, which would hinder 
their ability both to improve and to farm their land.  Judging by the diversity of crops 
found in Jonathan's probate inventory, he and Grace were able to maintain farm output to 
a certain degree, likely with the help of either hired labor or assistance negotiated through 
local kin networks.  It seems evident, however, that this period of labor diffusion 
coincided with at least the perception of decreased potential output and a likely decline in 
the family's capacity to improve their land, resulting in the decline seen in the tax records 
around the mid-1650s. 
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 The question of sufficient labor is predicated on the land that needed to be 
worked.  We can see that the Fairbanks family possessed an increasingly diversified 
portfolio of land, both in terms of land type and location (Figures 4–4 and 4–5).  By 
1664, they owned fields and upland for growing crops (24% of the total acreage), 
pasturage on the town commons for grazing livestock (9%), meadow and swampland for 
growing fodder for their animals (10%), woodland for cutting timber and rooting for their 
swine (7%), and the homelot for tillage, orchards, or whatever other uses the family 
required (12%).  All of these lands were easily reachable from the homelot and could 
have been worked within the family's daily schedule.  Their locations across the town 
dictated the web of movements that members of the family made on a regular basis (see 
Figure 4–5).  This web became more intricate as the family acquired more plots 
throughout the Dedham area.  The Fairbanks' also owned rights to more remote lands in 
Natick, Wrentham, and Deerfield.  These lands made up the majority of their holdings 
(38%) and were almost certainly not regularly worked by the family.9
                                                 
9 This breakdown of land types does not include the family's holdings in the Medway area 
because the amount and type of that acreage has not been determined.  This land was likely 
acquired sometime around 1650 and is mentioned in Jonathan's will.  Evidently Jonathan gave the 
plot to his son George at an earlier period; this gift is confirmed in the will. 
  If we remove 
these remote plots from the total, the distribution of land types shifts proportionately (see 
Figure 4–4).  There is nothing in this pattern of land types that arouses suspicion of the 
estate's decline in potential output.  The family possessed ample tillage, pasturage for 
their livestock, and more than enough meadow to provide for their animals through a   
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Figure 4–5: Map of 
Fairbanks 
landholdings at three 
different periods 
(from top): 1644, 
1654, and 1664. Dots 
indicate separate 
tracts with relative 
acreage shown by dot 
size. Land types are 
indicated by color: 
pink is homelot; 
brown is field; dark 
green is 
meadow/swamp; 
yellow is pasturage; 
light green is upland; 
purple is woodland; 
green is 
unidentified/remote 
land (Figure by 
author). 
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difficult winter (historian Brian Donahue posits that 10–12% meadow would have been 
sufficient) (2004: 92). 
 While the land types were not an issue, perhaps the amount of land was.  
Lockridge estimates that, on average, colonists who died in Dedham between 1650 and 
1690 owned 210 acres of land (1968: 65–66).  These large parcels were acquired both 
through grants of the town's common land and via purchase.  At the time of his death, 
Jonathan owned fewer than 100 acres of land, placing him well below the town average.  
He was given land in each of the major divisions, including the commons dispersal and 
the grants of remote land, so perhaps Jonathan was less active in purchasing land than his 
fellow citizens.  Another possible clue about the disparity between the Fairbanks' land 
and that of the average family is in the timing of the town's land grants.  Jonathan 
received his commons grant in 1656 and his remote land grants in the early 1660s.  Land 
was typically dispersed based on a combination of existing estate wealth and, crucially, 
the ability to improve the land given.  By the time the commons were distributed, 
Jonathan's estate was assessed at one shilling below the town average (Hill 1892: 142–
144).  Only Jonas Fairbanks lived at the family homestead with his parents (he moved out 
the following year).  This fact was probably not lost on the selectmen when it came time 
to distribute the common acreage, and later remote lands.10
                                                 
10 I acknowledge that the plot given to Jonathan, John, and Jonathan Fairbanks Jr. in 
"Woolomonupack" in 1663 was among the larger plots granted in that division, but I maintain 
that based on the assessed value of Jonathan's estate in the years prior, the size of the 
Woolomonupack grant was determined more by the estate value and labor strength of John and 
Jonathan Jr.'s families than Jonathan and Grace's. 
  Thus the flow of labor, in the 
form of unmarried children, away from the homestead reduced the estate's potential 
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output in the eyes of tax assessors, which in turn may have decreased the amount of land 
they were given in town divisions.  Jonathan and Grace could still operate their farm by 
taking advantage of their extended family network and exchanging goods and services for 
hired assistance, but their total output suffered from the lack of free local labor. 
 A final point about the Fairbanks family's economic position relative to the rest of 
Dedham during this period concerns family size.  While I have examined one possible 
circumstance that caused the estate's value to dip below that of the average Dedham 
family, I do not mean to imply that in the twilight of their lives, Jonathan and Grace were 
"poor."  This label carries a variety of implications, including destitution, desperation, 
and social degradation.  Instead of thinking of the couple in this complicated light, we 
should measure any assessments of their estate in comparison to the relative size of their 
family.  Indeed, I argue that, despite the lowered evaluations of their financial worth, 
Jonathan and Grace were living comfortably within their means.   
 We need only look to the common composition of 17th-century families 
throughout Massachusetts.  Greven writes that in Andover, nearly 60 percent of families 
consisted of seven to eleven children (1970: 30).  In Plymouth, couples averaged eight to 
nine children (Demos 2000: 68).  We can also look back across the Atlantic—Demos has 
shown that in Bristol, England during this period, the average family size was six persons 
(2000: 64).  When they first arrived in Dedham, the Fairbanks family, complete with six 
children, fell within these ranges.  Over the span of the next 24 years, after John moved 
off of the homestead and onto his own property, he and his wife Sarah had eight children.  
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Thus, we must bear in mind that when Jonathan and Grace's estate was assessed in the 
late 1650s and early 1660s, it was evaluated in comparison to families of roughly six to 
ten people.  It comes as no surprise then that in a community of farmers, a family of two 
with a modest amount of land paid taxes in the lower half of the town's bracket. 
 Given that Jonathan and Grace had labored to present an appearance of usefulness 
and competence in their work for their family and their community, the respect they had 
achieved may have contributed to their lower tax assessment in the form of an abatement 
of some sort.  The power to grant tax abatements resided solely with Dedham's 
selectmen; the town's early records specify that tax collectors, or "constables," were 
deputed to collect "the whole sume" of each assessed tax and they "shall not have power 
to abate any man" (Hill 1892: 7).  There is only one reference to an abatement for 
Jonathan Fairbanks in the town records.  In 1651, he and several other citizens were 
excused from paying the "Countrey rate" because of "sicknes" or "lamenes" (Hill 1892: 
182).  Though no other references to tax relief exist in the records, it is possible that the 
family's social position granted them some sort of reprieve from larger tax assessments. 
 In the end, Jonathan and Grace maintained their respectability as their children 
moved out of the house.  Their farming operation shrank somewhat in scale as their free 
labor pool evaporated, but they managed to live reasonably comfortably, likely with the 
help of their local extended family and hired labor .  They were able to cultivate a variety 
of crops and maintain many of the industries that could be undertaken in and immediately 
around the home (carpentry, dairying, cider production, etc.).  The couple kept a 
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presentable home that allowed spheres of work, rest, and socialization to be adapted 
according to their immediate needs.  Within their house, the family demonstrated their 
usefulness: evidence of their agricultural enterprises were scattered throughout the space, 
a collection of 15 books showed that at least one member of the family was literate, and 
various military armament stood ready to help defend the community.  It is also worth 
noting that the family's position in the town's social spectrum was reinforced in January 
of 1658, when Jonathan was chosen as a selectman.  Even though he only served one 
term, his selection highlights his perceived respectability.  This appointment is also not 
surprising because Jonathan had demonstrated his usefulness in previous civic roles.  
Following Wilson's definition of 17th-century worth, we can see that despite their 
advanced age, both Jonathan and Grace still oversaw the operation of their farm and 
participated in town work projects—their social worth was intact (1999).  The couple 
upheld this degree of propriety until their deaths. 
 Roughly six months before his death on December 5, 1668, Jonathan Fairbanks 
applied his mark to his last will and testament (he may have been too ill to write, or 
perhaps he was never able to).  In the document, he described himself as "sicke and 
weake" and noted that he was "expecting that the day of my desolution is drawing neere" 
(SCPR, 6: 15).  He had lived into his seventies and when he died, he left behind an aging 
wife and grown children.  Jonathan's eldest son John was 50 years old and living near the 
family homestead.  George was 49 years old and had taken up residence in Sherborn, 
Massachusetts, eleven years prior.  Mary Fairbanks, 46, was now Mary Smith, having 
married Christopher Smith after her first husband, Michael Metcalf, had passed away.  
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Jonas had moved to Lancaster in 1657 and married the following year.  He was 43 years 
old when his father died.  Susan Fairbanks had passed in 1658 at the age of 31, leaving 
behind her husband Ralph Day and their four children.  Jonathan's youngest child, 
Jonathan Jr., was nearing 40 years old and living in Dedham at the time.   
 In preparation for his final days, Jonathan willed the contents of his estate to 
various members of the Fairbanks family.  Together with Grace, Jonathan had worked to 
prepare a sufficiency for his children and the family's hopes for their offspring were 
delineated in Jonathan's will.  To his wife, Jonathan bequeathed his "whole movable 
Estate," specifically all of his household "stuffe," cattle, "Corne, Carte, plowes, working 
tooles & utensells of Husbandry" (SCPR, 6: 15).  Grace also received all debts due to 
Jonathan, an annuity of eight pounds per year (payable in two four-pound installments), 
and the rights to all of Jonathan's "Houses, yards, & yarde rooms" for her personal use 
and for that of her cattle.  This right was to extend for four months following Jonathan's 
death.  Jonathan likely gave such a significant proportion of his possessions to his wife 
because his eldest son, John, was already well-established in Dedham—he did not need 
to rely on his parents to secure himself a future.  What happened to Grace following this 
four month period is not certain, beyond the fact that she died in Dedham eight years 
after her husband.  Jonathan's will revealed that his second son, George, had already 
received his share of the mid-17th-century Medfield division, in addition to some tools 
and "other small things."  Jonathan Jr. had also apparently already received a plot of land 
valued at five pounds.  Jonathan's will confirmed these gifts and also dictated that 
George, Mary, Jonas, and Jonathan Jr. each receive sixteen pounds.  Mary's sum was to 
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be kept separate from her husband's estate; Jonathan also bequeathed her three pounds "to 
purchase her a suite of apparrell with."  Each heir was to receive his or her money in half 
payments, one given per year in order of age.  Jonathan's will then specified gifts to his 
more distant relatives.  His granddaughter, Sarah (daughter of John), was given a trust of 
three pounds and "one young beast between one & 2 years of age" reserved from the 
cattle given to Grace.  Susan Fairbanks' surviving husband, Ralph Day, and each of his 
four children received forty shillings.  Finally, the bulk of the estate, including Jonathan's 
land, buildings, and common rights, was given to eldest son John.  It seems that Jonathan 
enjoyed a closer relationship with his son than with his father; the transfer of his estate 
honored that relationship.  John was also named executor of the estate; it was his 
responsibility to attend to his father's final plans and wishes.   
 Many of the family's hopes for their children, namely that they start families of 
their own and find a place to call home, had already been realized when Jonathan died.  
The act of providing a sufficiency was essentially completed.  Without the need to 
provide a future for his children via his will, Jonathan honored his family ties in the 
traditional manner—Grace was privileged as Jonathan's wife (though she received an 
unusually large portion of his belongings because of John's established position), John 
received the largest proportion as the eldest son, and each other child was granted land 
(or confirmations of previous gifts) or currency according to their position within the 
family tree.  Jonathan's aspirations, along with his estate, were passed on to his wife and 
children. 
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John and Sarah Fairbanks 
 The death of Jonathan Fairbanks marked a period of transition in the character of 
the family homestead.  Inheritance was the primary means by which children acquired 
land in the early colonial period (Greven 1970: 83).  Yet this transitional period was 
somewhat different because John Fairbanks was himself a first-generation settler.  As a 
landowner, John had the political power and sufficiency that allowed him to perform his 
male identity.  When he was given his father's land and ownership of the homestead at 
age 50, John had already established himself as a freeman of Dedham and had been living 
with his wife Sarah and their children on an adjacent property for nearly 30 years.  By 
1668, John and Sarah had already experienced first-hand the indiscriminate nature of 
death.  Four of their nine children had died, including the infant twins Mary and Martha; 
eldest daughter Sarah would also die within her parents' lifetimes.  Those that were living 
in 1668 included John Jr. (25 yrs. old), Sarah (23 yrs. old), Joseph (12 yrs. old), Hannah 
(11 yrs. old), and Benjamin (7 yrs. old).  John and Sarah had their own plans for their 
offspring and each child played a role on the family farmstead, roles that would become 
more important as John Sr. inherited his father's land around Dedham and beyond. 
 John had received his first plot of land in 1640, a year before he married Sarah 
Fiske.  Over the next 28 years, he was granted lands across the Dedham area.  It is 
difficult to determine exactly how much land John owned because his totals are not 
enumerated in his probate inventory (as they were in Jonathan's inventory).  A rough 
estimate places his holdings at 14 acres by 1644, 50 acres by 1652, and between 60 and 
100 acres by 1664 (depending on how much land he received in the Natick and 
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Paucumtack divisions).  This approximate total doubled in 1668 following the death of 
Jonathan Fairbanks, making John Fairbanks a significant landowner.  It is worth noting 
that John's holdings at this point loosely fit the 210 acre average estimated by Lockridge 
for the period of 1650 to 1690 (1968: 65–66). 
 Like his father before him, John worked for the town in various capacities, 
proving his usefulness and earning the benefits that came with civic service.  Also like his 
father, John appears to have known a great deal about woodworking, surveying, and other 
useful skills.  He was chosen in 1673 to assist hired workman in the construction of a new 
meeting house and in the following year, he helped adjust the hydrological specifications 
of a new mill (Hill 1899: 4, 18–19).  John also held more mundane posts, such as fence 
supervisor for properties along East Street in 1677, 1679, 1680, and 1681 (Hill 1899: 50–
51, 79, 96, 107).  We can guess that some of this work may have earned John land around 
Dedham, but the town records do not list any additional grants between his father's death 
and his own. 
 The family's day-to-day existence was probably very similar to their experience in 
Jonathan and Grace's household.  We know that John owned a portfolio of land that was 
similar in type to his father's (although he owned nearly twice the acreage after 1668).  
This spread included pockets of tillage, woodland, meadow, swamp, and access to the 
town's commons.  John's probate inventory, compiled after his death in 1684 at the age of 
66, only specifies "corn in the house and barn," hemp, and flax, but the extent of the 
family's farming enterprise can be assumed by both the quantity and types of land they 
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owned and by the inventory entry that mentions multiple plows, harrows, chains, and 
"husbandry tooles & utinsils" (SCPR, 9: 219).  Also listed in the inventory were cattle, 
sheep, horses, and pigs, illustrating the breadth of the family's husbandry.  John, Sarah, 
and their children evidently continued the mixed farming tradition that so dominated the 
early colonial period. 
 The household was as industrious indoors as it was out.  John's probate inventory 
shows that the family converted fibers into yarn and fabricated their own cloth—various 
stages of the production process was included.  The inventory lists wool and flax, 
"wheels" (spinning wheels), woolen yarn, "one pair of Loomes with what belongs to 
them," and a parcel of linen (SCPR, 9: 219).  These supplies and equipment remind us of 
how men and women worked together towards a family's sufficiency.  While we typically 
consider textile production to have been a realm of women's work, archaeologist Mary 
Beaudry reminds us that in the 17th century, weaving was predominantly a male skill 
(2006a: 149).  Men wove yarn spun by local women, acquired through exchange of goods 
or credit (Beaudry 2006a: 149).  Similarly, evidence of John's woodworking skill is 
shown in the "turning tooles."  While he likely learned the skill from his father, John, or 
someone else in his family, seems to have taken woodworking in a new direction: 
wheelwright tools are listed in the inventory.  The ability to produce cloth, turn wooden 
parts, and fabricate and repair wheels, in tandem with their agricultural pursuits, meant 
that the family could produce many of the goods necessary to operate their household.  
Any surplus generated could be sold at market or exchanged within the community for 
goods and services. 
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 There are hints, however, that John and Sarah's household occupied a higher 
socioeconomic level of than did Jonathan and Grace's.  For example, John's inventory 
includes multiple horses, saddles, and tack.  While horses were not uncommon, they were 
not as strong or hardy as oxen and were used more often for transportation than for heavy 
farm labor (Bidwell and Falconer 1925: 29–31).  Included in the inventory entry with the 
riding equipment was a "pillion," a pillow that could be placed behind a saddle to 
accommodate an extra rider (usually a female).  This accessory provided John and Sarah 
a comfortable and stylish means of travelling about town.  Similarly, multiple horses 
meant greater transportation, which in turn allowed for greater flexibility in field location.  
The horses could also be used to pull the cart listed in John's inventory into town, laden 
with crops and homemade articles for trade (after all, Boston and its vibrant markets were 
a mere 10 miles away).  Once again, we see that colonial families were not isolated by 
mythic self-sufficiency; they were active in market economies that extended far beyond 
their homesteads. 
 The tax records of Dedham support the idea that John, Sarah, and their family 
were more economically successful than their parents.  For the first three years in which 
they were assessed the "country rate" tax (1648, 1649, and 1653), the family paid less 
than the median rate (Figure 4–6).  But over the course of the next 32 years and 22 
country rate assessments, John Fairbanks and his family paid much more than the average 
Dedham citizen.  The point of ascendance above the median occurred sometime between 
1653 and 1659 and may have corresponded to the dispensation of town commons.  As 
was the case with Jonathan and Grace's family, it appears that one of the most important   
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factors when determining a household's tax rate was labor supply and its ability to affect 
a farmstead's estimated output.  Throughout much of John Fairbanks' life, he and his 
family worked their roughly 200 acres of land together.  Five children between seven and 
25 years old were still living at the homestead when John inherited his father's land.  
Even as late as 1679, John and Sarah shared their house with four adult offspring capable 
of maintaining their agricultural and household enterprises.  The family may have also 
hired labor from around town.  They certainly had the space to house additional workers, 
given that John had his own house (and, presumably, outbuildings) in addition to the 
buildings that he inherited from his father, Jonathan.  Between their sizable landholdings, 
economically viable skills, collection of buildings, and strong labor supply, it is no 
surprise that John and Sarah's estate was valued in upper reaches of the town's assessment 
spectrum. 
 By the fourth quarter of the seventeenth century, the John, Sarah, and their 
children had endured a great deal: a transatlantic voyage, economic successes, family 
deaths.  They had also survived King Philip's War, the violent struggle between the 
forces of Metacomet ("King Philip" to the English) and New England colonists that 
lasted three years (1675–1678) and cost the lives of thousands (McManis 1975: 49; 
Lepore 1998; Zelner 2009).  Other Fairbanks' were not so lucky.  Jonas, John's younger 
brother who had removed to Lancaster, Massachusetts, in 1657, was killed alongside his 
son Joshua during a raid in 1676 (Fairbanks 1897: 38).  It is very likely that both George 
Fairbanks (John's younger brother) and John's son, John Jr., participated in the conflict in 
some way as both had officer's titles (George died a captain and John Jr. a lieutenant). 
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 There is also a question of whether or not John Fairbanks had some sort of militia 
involvement that was not recorded in primary militia records.  In fact, the only place in 
which I found a hint of the existence of this affiliation was in the Dedham tax records.  
For many years, these records listed both John Fairbanks Senior and John Fairbanks 
Junior as assessed individuals.  The last entry that includes both men is the country rate 
assessed on December 15, 1679.  It was around this time that John Jr. was moving to 
Wrentham, where he lived until his death in 1706 (his first four children were born in 
Dedham between 1672 and 1679; his last five were born in Wrentham from 1682 to 
1692) (Fairbanks 1897: 41–42).  Entries in the tax records hereafter identify only John 
Fairbanks; that is, until the country rate assessment of April 2, 1681, when "John 
Fairbanke" becomes "Sergt John Fairebanke" (Hill 1899: 104–105, 110–111).  From that 
date until June of 1684, there are 14 references to Sergeant Fairbanks (in one form or 
another) (Hill 1899: 113–116, 123–124, 127–134, 136–139, 141–150, 153–154).  The 
next four references to this individual, made between December 8, 1684 and March 23, 
1685, name "the estate" of either John Fairbanks or Sergt. John Fairbanks, implying that 
the man was no longer living (Hill 1899: 156–157, 159–160, 162, 165–168).  We know 
that John Fairbanks died November 13, 1684, a date that falls in the interim between 
"Sergt
 So how can we explain the presence of "Serg
 Jno Fairbank" and "the Estate of Jno Fairbank" (Fairbanks 1897: 35; Hill 1899: 
153–154, 156–157). 
t John Fairebanke" in the tax 
records?  There are two possibilities.  The first is that his appearance marked the retreat 
of John Fairbanks Senior from the public eye.  In 1681, John Sr. was sixty-three and 
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perhaps sick, weak, or debilitated in some way by his advanced age.  In this scenario, the 
Sergeant John of the tax records was in actuality John Jr., the eldest son called upon to 
oversee his father's estate.  Although he had moved to Wrentham by this time, he was 
close enough to manage the affairs of the Dedham homestead, with the help of his 
siblings.  This may also explain why, following the death of John Sr., three of the four tax 
assessments were made to the estate of John Fairbanks and only one to the estate of 
Sergt. John Fairbanks (the latter possibly being a clerical error).  Once his father died, 
John Jr.'s name was no longer attached to the estate. 
 It is more likely that the Sergeant John of the tax records was in fact John 
Fairbanks Sr.  We already know that the removal of Sergeant John from the tax records 
corresponds with the death of John Fairbanks Sr. and that John Jr. was well situated in 
Wrentham at this period.  Another key piece of evidence comes in a dispute recorded in 
the town records regarding land included in the estate.  Crucially, the entry refers to "Som 
diferanc between Samvell Gay and the Excecetors of the Estate of Sergt Fairbank 
deceased refering to A percill of meadow at fowll meadow Sometimes Laid out to Sergt 
Fairbank" (Hill 1899: 167–168, emphasis added).  This record not only identifies 
Sergeant Fairbanks as the deceased individual (corresponding to John Sr.'s death; John Jr. 
lived until 1706), but it also states that the land in question was laid out to Sergeant 
Fairbanks.  This ties him to some earlier transaction—there are no records of John Jr. 
receiving land on Fowl Meadow.  Finally, if we believe that by 1681, John Sr. was too 
infirm to contribute to the management of the homestead, we would certainly expect the 
estate's value to decline.  After all, the loss of a male head of household and a skilled 
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farmer and woodworker would be a significant blow.  Yet, there is no appreciable 
difference in the relationship between the estate's value and that of the town median in 
the years between 1681 and 1684.  This combination of factors suggests that in his later 
years, John Fairbanks Sr. was granted an officer's title.  That John Sr. was chosen to lead 
militiamen is not surprising; rank was often given to men who were known and respected 
in their community (Eames 2011: 153–154).  With militia service also came financial 
compensation that could help John Sr. secure a sufficiency for his children (Zelner 2009: 
216). 
 Finally, after many years of ups and downs, John and Sarah's lives in Dedham 
came to an end.  Sarah passed first on November 26, 1683 (Fairbanks 1897: 35).  It does 
not seem too much of a stretch to imagine that her death weighed heavily on her husband 
John's shoulders, given the life they had shared.  Whether it was from physical causes or 
simply heartbreak, John died less than a year later, on November 13, 1684 (Fairbanks 
1897: 35).  The couple left behind four children and a number of grandchildren.  John Jr., 
41 years old, had already begun his removal to Wrentham, a move that was completed 
with the execution of John Sr.'s will.  John's son, Joseph, had married the previous year 
and would inherit half of the homestead (see below).  He was 28 years old at the time.  
Hannah, 27 years old, married four years after her father passed, rather late for women of 
the time (the average age of marriage was between 19 and 22) (Greven 1970: 33–35).  
John Sr.'s youngest surviving son, Benjamin, was 23 when his father died.  He would 
receive the other half of the homestead and eventually marry in 1692.   
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The End of the 17th Century 
 In the late 17th and early 18th centuries, the Fairbanks landscape would be altered 
again, passing through generations in means that are largely hidden behind the veil of 
time.  It was not only the Fairbanks property that would be transformed.  Dedham, New 
England, and the entire New World colonial landscape began to grow, shift, and fragment 
in ways that would alter the fabric of history on multiple scales.  That change was on the 
horizon is clear.  What is not so transparent are the causes behind these changes. 
 One of the principal reasons once cited for the "decline" of early New England 
Puritanism is primarily theological in nature.  Much ink has been spilled arguing for, and 
then against, a "declension" of religiosity in 17th-century New England (see Bonomi 
1986: 6–10).  Most of this discussion has centered around the notion that the settlements 
established by ardent Separatists experienced a rapid decline in piety and religious 
observance as populations stabilized and congregations swelled.  While early 
congregations sometimes suffered from a shortage of ministers, especially in the years 
immediately following their establishment, periodic concerns over declension were 
probably more attributable to the sheer diversity of spiritual denominations than to moral 
decline (Bonomi 1986: 7).  As theologians looked around and gaped at the panoply of 
beliefs that surrounded them, their texts expressed concerns over fading convictions that 
were directed at doctrines other than their own.  Lockridge has pointed to declining 
numbers of church membership in Dedham as an indicator of dwindling spirituality 
(1985: 81).  Yet citizens still married, attended town meetings, and thought of the 
Afterlife.  The fact that by 1670 the majority of townspeople were not members of the 
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church may have signaled the beginning of the end of Dedham's founder's utopian vision, 
but it had minimal practical bearing on the lives of Dedham's residents (Lockridge 1985: 
81). 
 Much more tangible effects resulted from the growth and spread of Dedham's 
population.  Many of these outcomes can be tied directly to the town and agricultural 
system.  With a stable population, settlement around a town center could be managed 
because distances from the periphery to the core were maintained.  When population 
increased, either because of external factors (immigration), internal factors (e.g., 
decreased death rate, increased birth rates, lowering of average marriage ages) or both, 
the edges of settlement spread out and the distances to the town center increased.  
Farmers and their children were, by necessity, given land further and further from the 
town center.  Some chose to move out among their fields rather than spend precious 
hours traveling from their homes to their land and back again (Lockridge 1985: 94).  
Eventually, these distances became inconvenient enough to those living on the edges that 
peripheral groups formed and splintered off from the main town.  Such was the case in 
Dedham, a fact that is not at all surprising given the sheer size of the town's original land 
grant (roughly 200 square miles).  With such a large territory, the division of the land was 
essentially inevitable. 
 The growth and division of Dedham actually began as early as 1649, with the 
settlement of Medfield approximately ten miles southeast of Dedham.  The town was 
officially incorporated in 1651 (Lockridge 1985: 95).  Further to the southeast, Wrentham 
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was next, splitting from Dedham informally in 1662 and formally in 1673.  Needham 
(northwest of Dedham) followed in 1711, then came Bellingham to the far southeast in 
1719 and south-lying Walpole in 1724 (Lockridge 1985: 96–99).  By 1729, the remaining 
components of Dedham were divided into two precincts that would be subdivided into 
thirds and then fourths in the first half of the 18th century (Lockridge 1985: 98; Figure 4–
7).  The events that led up to these founding episodes were a mixture of political 
argumentation and relative peace.  The spread of towns across the Dedham land grant, 
 
Figure 4–7: Towns 
formed from the 
northern portion of 
the Dedham land 
grant (Figure by 
author, based on 
Lockridge 1985: 
98). 
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and those of other early New England settlements, was one signal of broader shifts in 
population, economies, and socio-political influence that would come to define the 18th 
century. 
 The changes that were visible on the regional and local (town) scales also echoed 
through the more intimate scale of Dedham's families.  The decline of available land in 
the immediate vicinity meant that there were fewer subsistence options for younger 
children.  As towns stopped granting land to every capable adult, children either received 
local land from via inheritance or purchase, or were forced to leave their hometowns and 
travel to a new frontiers (Greven 1970: 123).  There they experienced the hardships 
negotiated by their parents and grandparents as they cleared new lands and tried to make 
a home.  Parents also had the option to divide and subdivide their existing lands so that 
they could provide a sufficiency for as many of their offspring as possible.  This had the 
secondary effects of fractioning the estate's overall value, cutting each child's potential 
productive output, and placing even greater pressure on alternative means of economic 
subsistence.  The days in which each child could expect to receive a slice of the 
homestead on which to grow his own life were all but gone.  Members of the family, like 
clusters of families within the larger land grant, would begin to spread further and further 
afield, broadening and stretching kinship networks throughout the region. 
Changes in the Fairbanks' Landscape 
 The example of the Fairbanks homestead and the narratives of its occupants 
reveals many details of 17th-century agrarian life in New England.  Although Dedham 
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was established as a Puritan utopia, this vision eventually dissipated.  Jonathan Fairbanks' 
experience demonstrated that townspeople who were not church members were permitted 
to operate within the town as active citizens (although some social pressure may have 
occurred).  Other disputes lurked just beneath the village's social surface.  Many were 
negotiated via the town's exposed, mediatory framework, but others simmered still, 
breaking through in the political disagreements that would result in breakaway towns and 
shrinkage of Dedham proper.  Though the town may not have been mired in bureaucratic 
argumentation or fallen victim to violent infighting, it did not achieve peaceful 
perfection.  The utopian ideal of communitas ultimately folded before the colonial reality. 
 The Fairbanks example also demonstrates certain realities about New England 
agricultural life.  As a comparison of the first two generations of Fairbanks families 
shows, success was predicated on available land, a balance of land types, and, perhaps 
most importantly, available labor or the capital to acquire labor.  Both Jonathan and 
Grace's family and John and Sarah's family owned a variety of land types with an 
appropriate balance between arable land and fodder-rich meadow and swamp.  In the 
latter stages of their lives, however, Jonathan and Grace's land holdings were outpaced by 
those of other members of the community.  They also saw their free local labor pool dry 
up as their children moved off of the homestead to establish families of their own, forcing 
them to rely more heavily on networks within their community and extended family.  As 
a result, the estate's ability to improve and work their land fell and the couple dropped 
below the economic median of Dedham.  John and Sarah, on the other hand, were 
fortunate enough to own a significant amount of land and have enough labor available to 
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cultivate their acreage.  They enjoyed an economic position above that of the average 
Dedham citizen.  New England farmers were not amateurs, blundering about their fields 
in blissful ignorance of agricultural advances, undercutting the stability of their 
environments (Donahue 2004: 22).  The agricultural model that they transferred from Old 
England fit the New England ecology, albeit imperfectly in places.  While simple 
persistence, awareness, and effort certainly aided the farmer, these traits were not as 
significant in determining success as were available land and labor. 
 The importance of land types and the strong backs to work them highlight the 
depth to which families were imbedded in their landscapes.  By landscapes, I mean not 
only the homestead and its immediate surroundings, but the mobile local, regional, and 
Atlantic connections that stretched beyond the walls of a family's house (Beaudry and 
Parno 2013).  The Fairbanks provide an excellent example of this web of connections.  
For both generations, the homelot was but a fraction of the family's world.  Each 
household owned plots of land dotted across Dedham.  Some of these plots were integral 
cogs in the farming operation and would have been visited, dressed, and tended regularly.  
Others were kept as resources that would remain physically untouched, but held potential 
value for the family.  The meeting house and marketplace were also key features on the 
Fairbanks' landscapes.  Even if the families did not travel physically from Dedham to 
Boston to the larger Atlantic world, their knowledge of and participation in exchange 
networks affected their subsistence patterns and enabled them to absorb the blows of 
fortune (e.g., crop blights, brutal winters, livestock deaths) by shifting emphasis onto 
different aspects of their mixed husbandry.  These were not isolated, self-subsistent 
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farms; seventeenth-century families were linked to, and indeed reliant upon, an extensive 
network of distant markets, community labor exchange, and land exploitation. 
 During the 17th century, the Fairbanks' relationship with the land was typified by 
acquisition, or the gathering of land either through grant or purchase.  This was especially 
true of Jonathan and Grace.  They spent most of their lives collecting and improving land 
to build a sufficiency that could eventually be passed to their children.  John and Sarah 
also acquired land through most of their lives, a goal aided by the inheritance they 
received after Jonathan's passing.  The durations established through these exchanges 
were important to the stability of the family's agricultural enterprise in the 17th, 18th, and 
early 19th centuries, yet they would ultimately be silenced as the family's path changed in 
the late 19th and 20th centuries.  Both families shaped their identities around their ability 
to provide for their offspring.  Similarly, Jonathan and John performed their masculinity 
by owning land, securing a competence, and proving their usefulness through service and 
labor.  Most the improvements made to the families' lands they made themselves—there 
was far less purchase and sale in the interest of improvement or financial gain.  
Acquisition for the sake of creating a partible estate would be a recurring goal of most 
rural New England families in the ensuring centuries, but the process was highlighted by 
the rugged landscape encountered by the 17th-century colonists. 
 Just as they traversed a physical landscape that reached beyond their homesteads, 
so too did the Fairbanks' navigate a socio-material landscape that was fluid and reflexive.  
When Jonathan and Grace commissioned their home in the early 1630s, they conceived 
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of one that was functional and modestly fashionable, with detailed flourishes that 
indicated an awareness of contemporary appearances.  They were also adaptable, 
expanding the house to fit their needs.  Within the house, Jonathan, Grace, and the family 
were flexible in their use of space, establishing multi-purpose rooms that could be 
manipulated to accommodate whatever function was necessary at a given moment.  
Material culture illustrated the family's sense of respectability, commercial acumen, and 
military capability.  Although we cannot be certain of how John and Sarah's household 
was arranged, we can see their awareness of appearances in their transportation.  Riding 
about town on a pillioned horse was certainly not the customary means of conveyance for 
the average farmer.  While the typical image of rural living during the colonial era depicts 
remote, conservative families cut off from the rest of civilized world, the Fairbanks 
examples show that this was simply not the case.  Both families were conversant in 
contemporary standards of market economy and material fashion.  They also did not shun 
change, as evidenced by their willingness to adjust their physical surroundings where 
appropriate. 
 It is also important to consider the less tangible layers of Dedham's landscapes.  
Certainly one of the most potent and ever-present ideological elements of their 
surroundings was the land itself.  Where it was improved, settlers saw the land as a 
representation of individual and community identity, a pocket of civilized (and by 
extension, sacred) ground amidst a tangled mass of profane wilderness.  Where it 
remained untamed, the land was the dichotomous Other, a dark unknown.  Lisa 
Kealhofer, in her discussion of Virginia's colonial landscape, argues that colonists 
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defined themselves through their embeddedness in the landscape at multiple scales, 
primarily those of the community and the household (1999).  These scales operated 
simultaneously: as the community cleared land on which to build a town, individuals 
constructed their farms and spread out across the improved grounds.  People's identities 
were rooted in the homes they made. 
 The settlers of Dedham likely shared this conception of their surroundings.  When 
they were granted 200 square miles for the establishment of the town, they chose a small 
corner of the mammoth lot to occupy first.  From there, they spread out slowly, doling 
out plots in modest allotments.  The land was "theirs," yet they held some of it back in 
recognition of its potential.  Taming nature took time.  Just as a ideal parents saved a 
sufficiency for their children, so did Dedham's founders maintain territory for their future 
offspring.  Gradually, citizens received grants in distant reaches of the Dedham grant and 
these plots took on a new ideological slant.  In some cases, the individuals to whom these 
lands were given left immediately and started anew, resetting the supposed 
civilized/uncivilized dichotomy.  In other cases, people simply added the allotments to 
their existing portfolios.  The plots were promises of land they might never see, 
investments in the future.  To the settler's children, land represented more than just 
planting potential or performed parenting—it held the possibility of starting a life. 
 The Fairbanks children certainly were aware of the potential that existed outside 
of their family homestead.  Though Jonathan and Grace's daughters (Mary and Susan) 
and oldest and youngest sons (John and Jonathan Jr.) decided to set down roots in 
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Dedham, their two middle sons (George and Jonas) looked outwards.  It is especially 
interesting that George and Jonas left Dedham at roughly the same time (around 1657).  
The two men cut contrasting figures at the time.  George owned a homestead in Dedham 
of a greater value than that of his father and older brother John (listed at £139 at the time 
of the 1657 commons allotment), before establishing a home in Medfield and then later in 
Sherborn (Hill 1892: 142–144; Fairbanks 1897: 14–15).  Jonas never became a member 
of Dedham.  Evidently this did not stop him from donning the trappings of a wealthy 
man: he was fined in 1652 for wearing "great boots" when his net worth was less than 
£200, a violation of the colony's sumptuary laws (Fairbanks 1897: 38).  Jonas later 
removed to Lancaster.  Together, George and Jonas demonstrate the disparate potentials 
that the outward landscape held.  For George, the territory outside of Dedham represented 
a means of fiscal and social advancement, as well as a chance to demonstrate his 
competence.  For Jonas, the unknown landscape was perhaps a means of escape from a 
town in which he had never quite fit. 
 John and Sarah Fairbanks' children, on the other hand, remained in Dedham 
almost exclusively.  One wonders what the role, if any, the deaths of four of the family's 
nine children played in their decisions to remain close to home.  Perhaps tragedy bound 
them in subtle ways.  Or perhaps John and Sarah simply refused to allow their children to 
press on outside of Dedham.  John Jr. was the only family member who left home prior to 
John Fairbanks' death, moving to Wrentham in the late 1670s, when he was 
approximately 34 years old.  By remaining on the homestead, Sarah, Joseph, Hannah, and 
Benjamin were available to participate in the family's farming operation, which in turn 
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would, they no doubt hoped, earn them a portion of their father's estate later in life.  
While John Jr., like his Uncle George, chose to leave Dedham and begin a new life in a 
young settlement (Wrentham was incorporated in 1673), the others stayed behind and 
assisted their parents on the farm.  Thus, just as the remote, unknown territories had the 
frontier potential of clearing the slate and forging a new identity, the close, known 
landscape of the homestead also possessed the potential to build on the previous 
generation's progress.  As the years wore on, the dichotomy between civilized/uncivilized 
land dissolved as both took on new potentials for new generations. 
 
Looking to the 18th Century 
 When the 17th century came to a close, the Fairbanks House and its surrounding 
landscape looked very different than it had fifty years earlier.  The two generations of 
families who called the house a home added, augmented, or erased durations from their 
surroundings according to their immediate needs and plans for the future.  Once a two-
cell structure, the Fairbanks House now featured two new extensions (only one of which 
survives today).  Both Jonathan and John Fairbanks spent their early years in Dedham 
acquiring land throughout the town's grant in exchange for hard labor and civic service.  
Each man's family improved their acreage, tilled the earth, and introduced livestock into 
the local ecosystem.  Their collective actions altered the landscape in meaningful social, 
material, and ideological ways.  Other than the Fairbanks House itself, few tangible traces 
of the 17th-century Fairbanks remain on the contemporary landscape, but the intangible 
narrative of their arrival and survival is one of the most important components of the 
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Fairbanks legacy.  This narrative, much like the family's landscape, would be adapted to 
suit the goals of various people, Fairbanks and non-Fairbanks alike. 
 The history of change extended beyond John Fairbanks' death.  The next six 
generations of Fairbanks households would pass the property from one family to the next, 
each time covering it with the fingerprints of their individual decisions and those of their 
community, region, and nation.  Parents looked past their own lives to those of their 
children, actively changing their present conditions in preparation for their children's 
adult lives.  Yet these decisions echoed much further into the future than any of the 
families probably expected; the heritage of the Fairbanks name is built on its ancient 
origins in the small town of Dedham.  Nowhere is this more evident than in the museum 
dedicated to the family's legacy, but this narrative was still being written.  The more 
immediate future of the Fairbanks House saw it passed through three generations of men 
named Joseph and their families, each of whom made left their mark on the family's 
estate.  Though their actions are largely hidden to the modern observer, we can state one 
fact with confidence: the Fairbanks House, Dedham, and New England would be forever 
changed as the colonies crept closer and closer to revolution and to nationhood. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
THE TIDES OF CHANGE: THE FAIRBANKS IN THE  
EARLY 18TH CENTURY 
 
Introduction: the Tides of Change 
 By the end of the 17th century, New England was a different place than that 
encountered by English colonists 100 years earlier.  Many of the local Native American 
groups had been pushed off of their homelands, either forcefully or through bargaining.  
Where groups had settled, trees were cut, roads were sketched in, and a patchwork of 
fields was sown.  Settlements clinging to life on the colony's edge had grown into 
thriving cities; Boston's population, for example, had swelled from roughly 2000–3000 in 
1650 to 7000 at the turn of the century (McManis 1975: 82).  Trade to British colonies in 
the Caribbean exploded and by the third quarter of the 18th century, the vast majority of 
New England's livestock, wood, flour, and grain exports were shipped to the West Indies 
(Hornsby 2005: 135).  Intercontinental exchange routes bustled with activity, circulating 
people, objects, influence around the Atlantic basin.  Trade flourished in coastal towns, 
while settlers pushed inland and towns were scattered north, west, and south like seeds in 
the breeze.  In every town, the religious complexity so often attributed to the region was 
on display in myriad meeting houses.  New England was no longer an experiment in 
some far-off, imagined land.  The region was now home to generations whose parents, 
grandparents, and, in some cases, great-grandparents had long since laid the foundation 
for their future offspring.  It would only be a few more generations before New England 
would become the hotbed of a new type of change: revolution. 
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 In this chapter, I explore the lives of three generations of Fairbanks families 
during the early 18th century, a time of significant change.  The irony of this period in 
Fairbanks history is that the family's most important contribution, in terms of the 
durations that endure on the Fairbanks property today, was the maintenance of the house.  
In a time of change, the dwelling stayed within the family and was not substantially 
altered—this stability is what resonates today.  Beyond the upkeep of the ancestral 
homestead, few physical durations associated with three generations of Fairbanks 
households remain.  Even fewer intangible durations are encountered on the 
contemporary Fairbanks property; the narratives of the late 17th- and early 18th-century 
residents are largely lost. 
 To elucidate the character of this era, I begin at the regional scale, tracing the 
movement of people and objects throughout the Atlantic World and examining the impact 
of these movements on families and individuals.  Then I narrow my focus to Dedham and 
discuss how broader tremors manifested on the town scale and these results of the town's 
maturity would affect its residents.  Next I move to the smallest scale, that of the 
Fairbanks families, and look at the often contradictory nature of a time in which some 
elements of life changed drastically while others remained the same.  Finally, I step back 
and, using the Fairbanks as examples, discuss how mobility defined the day-to-day lives 
of the average farmer while also shaping the larger durational trajectories of Dedham, 
New England, and the emerging nation.  By outlining what is known and what is not 
known about the generations of Fairbanks who occupied the homestead during the late 
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17th and early 18th centuries, I show how these individuals are some of the least 
represented in the family's contemporary material and historical narratives. 
The Pressures of Population Growth 
 While it was certainly true that much of the region's development was guided by 
international trade and large-scale colonial agendas, change was ultimately enacted on the 
local level and local conditions were, in turn, shaped largely by shifts in population.  The 
movement of people and things became a defining characteristic as populations waxed 
and waned, causing settlement to move in new directions.  The first regional growth 
phase had already passed; the Great Migration of the 1630s brought thousands of Puritans 
to New England's shores, causing a leap in estimated residents from 2,300 in 1630 to 
13,700 in 1640 (McManis 1975: 68).  Although the region's overall numbers increased to 
approximately 93,000 in 1710, the population's growth rate actual declined steadily 
during this same period, from 550% in 1640 to 6% in 1710 (McManis 1975: 68–69).  The 
downward trend in population growth reversed in the early eighteenth century as the 
population nearly quadrupled between 1700 and 1750 (from 93,000 to around 400,000) 
(McManis 1975: 69; Meinig 1986: 249). 
 The population boom of the early 18th century was felt most acutely by third 
generation settlers in New England's older towns (Greven 1970: 103–104).  Residents 
experienced a tightening of resources from nearly every side as more and more people 
were squeezed onto aging land grants.  The demographics of Andover and Dedham 
during this period provide just two examples of the pressures felt by established 
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settlements.  Around 1700, approximately 1000 people lived in Andover.  By 1776, that 
number had tripled, forcing the population density from 41 to 50 persons per square mile.  
Even more significant was the density of 106 persons per square mile of improved land in 
1775 (McManis 1975: 72).  Dedham faced similar constrictions over the same period as 
its population increased from 750 to over 2000.  At the same time, a number of towns had 
broken off of the original grant, making Dedham roughly one-third of its original size 
(McManis 1975: 72).  Farm sizes were decreasing and arable land (and the swamps and 
meadows necessary to support it) was in high demand.  As populations increased, the 
perception of diminished possibilities for building a life in older towns led some residents 
to consider their alternatives. 
 The ballooning of the region's population could not be sustained indefinitely, so 
colonists began to look outward towards the margins of settled territory.  In the early 18th 
century, land was plentiful in the western and northern reaches of New England, areas 
that were buffer zones between English and French settlements (Meinig 1986: 94–100).  
These were the fringes that had suffered during King Philip's War and those that would 
face the initial brunt of the French and Indian War in the third quarter of the 18th century.  
As towns were settled in these areas, the "frontiers" were pushed further afield.  The 
settlement of new towns was expensive for those involved, but could result in significant 
landholdings for investors (Martin 1991: 9–31).  In many cases, towns were established 
by individuals or groups who often had little intention of ever living in the new villages.  
The speculators' purpose for incorporation was profit, in the form of either financial gains 
from land sales or accrual of territory, or both (Jaffee 1999: 101; see also Martin 1991).  
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Despite the slant towards financial gains, the advantage of group settlement, namely the 
safety that came with familiarity when facing difficult conditions, was not lost on 
speculators.  They often preferred to organize group migrations that included the 
movement of families or extended family networks to their new towns (Jaffee 1999: 101; 
Meinig 1986: 92). 
 While towns sprouted in the hinterlands of English settlement, the effects were 
felt in the established eastern towns.  The potential that colonists saw in distant territories 
only intensified as the 17th century ended and the 18th century began.  Land in older 
areas continued to shrink as family lands were divided and subdivided among generations 
of children.  Parents did their best to provide a sufficiency for their offspring, but farming 
took land and the land could only handle so much division.  As populations increased and 
real estate grew more scarce, land increased in price, making the prospect of continuing 
an agricultural life in one's hometown grim.  By contrast, children (especially younger 
children) continued to see new growth in the outlying regions where a family could settle 
on a king's ransom of land for a fraction of the price it cost to eke out a living in 
established towns, provided they were willing to acquire it from whatever land company 
or indigenous group that controlled it (Demos 2000: 120).  The sum of these factors was 
a notable increase in the mobility of offspring in the early eighteenth century.  For 
example, in Andover, Massachusetts, 39 percent of the third-generation sons who lived at 
least to the age of 21 left town, leaving 61 percent as permanent residents (Greven 1970: 
123).  This marked a sharp increase from the 22 percent of second-generation sons who 
left town.  With prospects diminishing in their hometowns, nearly half of Andover's 
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young men felt that the dangers of living on the edges of their known world were 
outweighed by the chance to clear the slate and carve out a sizable estate with the hope 
that their children would not have to make the same difficult decision that they made. 
 And it was often a difficult decision, especially for those who were not part of a 
group migration with neighbors or relatives.  Philip Greven (1970: 155) has highlighted 
the realities faced by those who chose to leave:  
[they were] leaving behind parents and kindred, leaving the community in 
which they had been born and raised and which had grown familiar by 
long experience, voluntarily moving to places where most of the people 
they would encounter were strangers, often living in new towns and upon  
new lands. 
Where once there had been familiarity and a safety net of sorts in the form of extended 
kinship networks, the move to distant territories meant severing ties that carried 
emotional, social, and financial consequences (see Demos 2000: 186–187).  New bonds 
could of course be formed, but the toll of leaving loved ones and the courage to begin 
forming networks on the fringes of society should not be underestimated.  The decision, 
or potential decision, to leave town also had effects at home.  When children left the nest 
to strike out on their own, they took with them their own labor capacity and that of their 
spouses and children, leaving their parents to find assistance elsewhere.  As was true in 
the 17th century, free labor supply, along with land, was one of the farmer's greatest 
assets in the 18th century, so if offspring were impatient to start their new lives sooner 
rather than later (perhaps after their parents had passed away), then the homestead 
suffered as a result.  The question of a young man or woman's ultimate destination 
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loomed over the heads of 18th-century families, altering domestic social dynamics and 
shaping the ways in which legacies were passed. 
 As the possibility of a child's departure from the family homestead grew more real 
in his parents' eyes, the power dynamic within the home shifted.  In the 17th century, a 
child's obedience to his parents was both Biblically and lawfully sanctioned (Demos 
2000: 100).  In return for their obligations, offspring could expect to be protected and 
provided for, including the eventual provision of property (Demos 2000: 100–105).  As 
the 18th century wore on, however, and children's local prospects grew grimmer, the 
adage demanding that a child "honor thy father and mother" began to lose luster.  Wilson 
describes the results succinctly: "a parent's perspective was no longer the only 
perspective" (1999: 34).  Men were still judged on the basis of their usefulness, or their 
ability to provide for their families and communities (Wilson 1999: 1–2).  Torn between 
proving their own worth and watching their children leave the town, some parents 
gradually began to pass portions, or in some cases, the entirety, of their estates to their 
children via deed, rather than waiting for the property to be transferred via will following 
their deaths.  In 18th-century Essex County, for example, approximately 40 percent of 
adult sons received some portion of the family estate via deed prior to their fathers' deaths 
(Vickers 1994: 223–225).  Often these deeds included caveats requiring that particular 
circumstances be met (some including provisions that the parents be provided for, 
thereby inverting the traditional paradigm), but generally, transfer of property by deed 
meant that children were granted independence from their parents' control earlier in their 
lives (Greven 1970: 132–133; Vickers 1994: 222–223).  Of course, this freedom only 
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applied to those children who could expect to be given a portion of their parents' lands.  
After all, "the control of the land by the older generation could have little meaning for 
sons who were destined to be landless" (Greven 1970: 132).  This shift would also not 
have a direct effect on most daughters' inheritances, but they could look forward to being 
rid of the yoke of their future in-laws at an earlier period. 
The Character of Pre-Revolutionary Farming 
 While the pressure of increased population had profound effects on settlement 
patterns and the structure of households, it did little to change the way that farming was 
practiced throughout much of New England.  Agriculture was still founded on a close 
understanding of the mosaic of soils covering the countryside, and a balance of land types 
was still key.  As Donahue describes, "the challenge to the husbandman, revisited 
generation after generation, was to possess workable proportions of tillage, orchard, 
mowing, pasture, and woodland, on the proper ground for each, in the most convenient 
arrangement" (2004: 155). 
 Although the day-to-day practice of agriculture may not have been affected by the 
rise in population, by the middle of the 18th century, the ability with which it could be 
practiced successfully was altered irreparably.  This was a direct result of limited 
resources: there was no longer enough land to provide every child with the adequate 
amount and mixture of land types (Donahue 2004: 197).  Here it is important to 
underscore the fact that it was not the decaying environment or beaten soils that caused 
problems in well-settled towns; it was largely a simple problem of supply and demand.  
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There were certain problems particular to various elements of the region's mixed 
husbandry, but some of these could be dealt with by tweaking the overall balance of plant 
and animal cultivation.  For instance, when Concord grain yields dipped in the mid-
eighteenth century, it was not because farmers refused to fertilize their fields (an 
accusation leveled by Bidwell and Falconer), but because they lacked the necessary 
fertilizer to refresh their land (Donahue 2004: 206; see Bidwell and Falconer 1925: 85–
86).  In an effort to resolve this imbalance, Concord farmers each increased their herds by 
two cows between 1749 and 1771 (Donahue 2004: 208).  The growing herds meant more 
hay was needed for fodder, but by this time, all available meadows were being mowed—
as Jared Eliot reported in 1751, "the necessary stock of the Country hath out-grown the 
meadows" (1934: 27, as quoted in Donahue 2004: 209).  The region's farmers faced their 
difficulties as best as they could, but even then, sometimes their efforts could not 
overcome the population swells. 
A Brief Note Regarding International Trade Networks 
 Throughout the 18th century, England continued stretching her massive arms 
outwards across the Atlantic, not only to New England and the eastern seaboard of North 
America, but also south to Africa and southeast to the Caribbean.  Even prior to this 
period, in the late 15th and 16th centuries, English merchants and trade companies were 
busy establishing markets overseas (Games 2008: 81).  Ownership of exotic goods and 
the air of cosmopolitanism gradually became more and more fashionable, which only 
propelled the tendrils of empire further afield.  By the middle of the 17th century, 
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England had established a vast network of trade that helped bolster the nation's political 
position on the international stage (Games 2008: 289). 
 Though tradition likes to cast New England farmers as bastions of self-sufficiency 
prior to the American Revolution (see Chapter 2 for a discussion of these conventions), 
scholars now believe that the lives of farming families were in fact tied to broader paths 
of exchange.  These connections were only strengthened in the late 17th century, by 
which time English colonial efforts continued and many smaller outposts had grown into 
full-fledged settlements.  These settlements required products, both for sustenance and 
for trade, and in the 18th century, New England was shipping goods throughout the 
Atlantic World.  When the West Indian sugar economy erupted, New England sent 
livestock, wood, and grain to support its expansion (Hornsby 2005: 135).  Trade to the 
Caribbean did not run along national lines; New England colonists smuggled huge 
amounts of goods to French and Dutch islands (Hornsby 2005: 135).  By the early 18th 
century, West Indian rum had usurped some of the popularity of locally-made hard cider, 
particularly in New England's urban centers (McManis 1975: 138–139).  Schooners laden 
with cider, salt beef, and horses turned their bowsprits outwards, leaving behind coastal 
towns that were growing almost as rapidly as their Caribbean counterparts (Vickers 1994: 
211). 
 I do not mean to deny the local character of much of the average farmer's 
commercial activities.  Trade was a multi-scalar process, but to the average colonist, 
exchanges were much more intimate.  As Daniel Vickers (1994: 206) writes,  
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although historians may pry apart these different spheres of economic 
activity for the purpose of analysis, early Americans never made such a 
distinction. Virtually all economic activity had both a personal dimension, 
which one would expect in a world where people dealt overwhelmingly 
with others they knew, and the potentially contractual quality inherent in  
commerce and pursuit of competency. 
In fact, contrary to the traditions of widespread self-sufficiency, operating a self-
sustaining farming operation was quite expensive.  According to Bettye Hobbes Pruitt's 
study of Massachusetts probate inventories, "poorer farms were more likely to be 
deficient and . . . only the more substantial ones could achieve self-sufficiency in food" 
(1984: 335).  Thus most farmers not only participated in local exchange, they relied on it 
to supplement their own production.  The interactions of the economy were enacted 
locally, but trade brought products in from the global marketplace, creating object 
trajectories that were inherently multi-scalar.  These processes grew in significance as 
networks were more firmly entrenched in the Atlantic World, influencing not only the 
local availability of products, but also the popularity of and desire for international goods. 
 
The Changing Landscape of Dedham 
 The town of Dedham was not immune to the effects of time.  Dedham's citizens 
felt the sweeping international, national, and regional changes on a much smaller, more 
variable scale.  Within homes, interpersonal dynamics shifted oh-so-subtly, underscoring 
emerging tensions as some children gained greater independence and others left town 
altogether.  The methods farmers used to work their land did not change much, but their 
ability to do so was forever altered as they saw their neighbors closing in on all sides.  At 
the same time that they were challenged to provide an inheritance for all of their children, 
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farmers were also connected to distant networks of exchange that brought new products 
to local markets.  Each of these currents left its mark on the Puritan haven Dedham's 
founders had carved 100 years earlier until the town that was left over could hardly be 
confused with its venerable ancestor. 
 Dedham's internal turmoil was expressed in a number of ways.  It began with 
political ruptures that interfered with the town's voting procedures in several periods.  
The first murmur was uttered in March of 1704, when an election was held to select 
officers for the town (Hill 1899: 321).  Some complaint was made over the manner in 
which the election was held, so a second round of voting was scheduled for the following 
week.  When this failed to satisfy the residents of Dedham, they took their grievance to 
the colony's Court of General Sessions, which ordered a third election (Hill 1899: 321).  
The final vote stuck and calm was restored.  But the tranquility would not last.   
 As the town continued to grow, residents were cast farther and farther away from 
the town center.  Groups splintered off from the Dedham grant and incorporated new 
towns: Needham in 1711; Bellingham in 1719; Walpole in 1724 (Lockridge 1985: 96–
99).  Other groups of residents petitioned to separate from Dedham, but many of these 
early requests were denied—a desperate attempt to maintain stability (Mann 1847: 26–
27).  The tactics only delayed the inevitable.  As groups living far from Dedham's center 
continued to seek independence from the town, anger again flared.  In the 1720s, 
residents living in the Clapboardtrees area and other provinces of Dedham attempted to 
seize control of the selectmen's panel by rousting every man they could to vote in the 
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town elections (Lockridge 1985: 108–114).  The established panel in Dedham Village did 
the same and, for a time, the two factions wrestled back and forth, each gaining and 
losing selectmen at every turn.  The trouble culminated in a 1728 meeting in which three 
men supporting the separatist cause, John Gay, Comfort Starr, and Joseph Smith, turned 
their muskets on the meeting's moderator, Ebenezer Woodward, and ordered him from 
the premises (Lockridge 1985: 113).  The Massachusetts General Court intervened and 
forced Dedham to divide into four precincts, each with its own representative in the town 
government (Lockridge 1985: 114–115).  It was at best a cease-fire: the outlying areas 
had won only a portion of the selectmen's panel and none of their independence, and 
Dedham Village had lost primary control over the town's government.  The precincts 
could establish their own churches, but were represented in the General Court as residents 
of Dedham (Lockridge 1985: 116–118).  Allegiances were doubled, in effect, as each 
person was part both of a precinct and of the greater town of Dedham.  The compromise 
lasted because it prevented further political conflict; muskets no longer featured in 
descriptions of town meetings.  The precincts would finally gain their independence in 
the 19th century when second, third, and fourth precincts incorporated and became 
Norwood (1872), Westwood (1897), and Dover (1836), respectively (Lockridge 1985: 
98). 
 There were other signs that the town's desired harmony was no longer present.  In 
the 1690s, Dedham struggled to support a school and was indicted in 1691 for lacking 
one altogether (Mann 1847: 21).  The town also began actively combating the growing 
population of poor living within its borders.  Entries describing the warning out of 
213 
individuals and families appear with increasing frequency throughout the early 18th 
century (e.g., Hill 1899: 287–288; Tuttle 1936: 160–161, 177).  A 1715 incident involved 
a woman named Sarah Gerae (Gera?) who "is come into this Town to surjourn at the 
house of Jonathan Fairbanks" (Tuttle 1936: 171).  Sarah was warned out of the town and 
her fate is unknown.  Three years later, penalties were established for residents who 
housed individuals who had been warned out (Tuttle 1936: 177).  There were some 
intruders that the town's selectmen could not control.  The most brutal of these was 
smallpox, which ravaged New England in 1721.  When the disease reached Dedham, the 
selectmen first delayed their regular meetings and then quarantined themselves in private 
houses to avoid spreading the illness (Tuttle 1936: 215, 217–218).  Other disruptions 
were much less harmful: in 1715, 1718, and 1723, the selectmen were asked to keep the 
town's young boys from roughhousing during town meetings (Tuttle 1936: 141, 174, 
234). 
 Much like the division of the Dedham land grant, so too did the Puritan character 
of the town start to change.  The number of residents who became official members of 
the church had declined in the latter half of the 17th century such that by 1670, the 
majority of the townspeople were not considered members (Lockridge 1985: 81).  The 
town's ministry was vacant for eight years, from August of 1685 to November of 1693, 
and contemporary commentators reported that the town was in a "low and divided state" 
(Mann 1847: 20).  Although a minister, Reverend Joseph Belcher, was eventually chosen 
(and paid), his successor faced greater difficulties.  When Samuel Dexter was ordained in 
May of 1724, he stepped into the mire of political discord raging between the residents of 
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Dedham Village and those of the outlying precincts (Worthington 1827: 105–106).  
Nineteenth-century historian Erastus Worthington writes that Dexter presided over the 
church in "what may be called the dark age of the town" (1827: 105).  According to 
Worthington, the people of Dedham were "scattered in the woods, badly educated, and 
strongly inclined to religious contention" (1827: 105).  An attempt was made to bring 
sheep back to fold in 1742, when the church altered its rules for admission such that an 
individual could make a private confession to the minister in place of a public 
examination (Mann 1847: 28).  Yet the uncertainty continued.  What lay behind this 
contention was surely the fact that individuals living in the second, third, and fourth 
precincts of Dedham were actively sowing the seeds of separatist parishes (Worthington 
acknowledges that the creation of new parishes "would naturally create some disputes" 
[1827: 106]). 
 The discord was not entirely political though; in 1735, the Dedham church 
suspended Sarah Gay for "the offense of evil speaking, reviling, and reproachful 
language" (Worthington 1827: 106).1
                                                 
1 Although their names are similar, I do not believe Sarah Gay was the same individual who was 
warned out of Dedham in 1715 ("Sarah Gerae"—see above).  Sarah Gay came from a well-
established Dedham family, so she likely did not measure among the town's poor (and thus 
probably would not have been vulnerable to warning out). 
  In reviewing her case, the church council 
concluded that "it has been a time of great temptation in the place, when many persons 
are misled" (Worthington 1827: 106).  Ultimately though, Sarah's quest for readmission 
to the church was denied.  We are left to speculate about the details of Sarah's perceived 
offense, but evidently she was not the only trouble-maker in the area.  Reverend Dexter 
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traveled to Milton and Braintree to help local church councils who convened "for the 
purposes of healing difficulties" (Worthington 1827: 107).  Combine the desire to redraw 
the town's traditional borders with that mixture of individualism and religious questioning 
that accompanied the Great Awakening, and it is no surprise that this period was marked 
by dissension (Lockridge 1985: 162; see Gaustad 1957, Kidd 2007).2
 Dedham was beginning to feel the effects of time as it continued its growth from a 
young community to an established town.  Certainly, in the eyes of Dedham's original 
founders, the town of the mid-18th century would have looked very different than the 
Puritan beacon they had envisioned.  Yet, in truth Dedham was never in stasis; the path to 
its 18th-century state was worn into the social landscape by every resident who lived 
there.  It had never not been changing.  The growing pains it suffered were brought on by 
its very successes—population increases indicated improved birth rates and life 
expectancies.  Unfortunately these increases came with difficult side effects, factors that 
forever altered Dedham's social and physical landscape.  The Fairbanks families who 
lived on their ancestral homestead were active participants in shaping the town's future.  
Though they do not feature prominently in stories of armed Sunday meeting takeovers or 
religious dissent, the Fairbanks provide an important example of how 18th-century 
changes affected the lives of small family farming operations.  They are members of 
 
                                                 
2 I do not mean to argue here for a new order of individualism and secularism that led to the 
abandonment of traditional Puritan order.  Quite the contrary.  As Stavely writes, "the old order 
was from the beginning riven by contradictions, the terms of which New Englanders had always 
known how to formulate and manipulate" (1987: 132).  New England residents were not suddenly 
awakened by a newfound desire to diversify their religious experience.  Instead, they now had 
good reasons, brought about by political and spatial divisions, to seek a shift in the established 
system. 
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Dedham's Greek chorus, offering signs of where the New England farmer had been and 
where he was heading. 
 
Deacon Joseph Fairbanks (1656–1734) and Dorcas _________ (–1738) 
 When John Fairbanks died in 1684, one year after the death of his wife Sarah, his 
four remaining children were left to resolve his estate.  John Jr. was 41 years old and 
already living in Wrentham at the time.  His foothold there was officially secured by John 
Sr.'s will, which stated that the eldest son was to receive, "all my rights within the town 
of Wrentham containing thirteen Cow commons with the same Sheep commons with all 
that do or shall belong of right to them" (SCPR, 6: 487).  John Jr. also received ten 
pounds ("which is to be understood because he is my eldest son") and his father's rights in 
"that last Indian purchase bought of Phillip Sagamore," valued at 40 pounds (SCPR, 6: 
487).  John and Sarah's last remaining daughter, Hannah (27 years old), was bequeathed 
100 pounds payable over 6 years and her choice of her parent's movables up to 20 pounds 
of value.  Hannah left the homestead four years later when she married Samuel Deerin of 
Milton, Massachusetts (Fairbanks 1897: 35).  John Sr. also left 15 pounds for his 
granddaughter, Mary Sawyer, daughter of John's deceased daughter, Susan (SCPR, 6: 
488–489). 
 The final entry in John Sr.'s will contained his most significant bequest.  To sons 
Joseph (28 years old) and Benjamin (23 years old), John Sr. left "all [his] houses, barn’s, 
Orchards, Lands, meadows, common rights, goods, movables, cattell, debts, and 
whatsoever is not already given and legally disposed of" (SCPR, 6: 489).  The will also 
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reveals a significant fact about the family's living arrangement prior to John Sr.'s death: 
Joseph had already received a house and land from his father ("as my Son Joseph 
Fairbanks have already received one of my dwelling houses and Land to it"; SCPR, 6: 
489).  We can reasonably assume that the two houses, one occupied by John Sr.'s family 
and one by Joseph's family, were those built by Jonathan Fairbanks and John Sr. when 
they were granted land in Dedham.  It is not entirely clear who lived in which house.  
Perhaps John Jr. and his family occupied the second dwelling prior to their transition to 
Wrentham (at which time Joseph moved in).  Or perhaps John Sr. used the second space 
to quarter temporary (i.e., non-kin) farm laborers and Joseph was the only child to live in 
the house.  Joseph may not have been granted the use of the other house until 1683, when 
he married his wife Dorcas (Fairbanks 1897: 42).  Regardless of the exact circumstances, 
when his father died, Joseph was living on land and in a house given to him by John Sr.  
Further, because he was the elder son, John Sr. specified in his will that Joseph should 
have his choice of the two houses (SCPR, 6: 489).  With most of his children gone, either 
to other towns or to death, John Fairbanks' estate was divided between his remaining 
sons, Joseph and Benjamin. 
 Because their father's will did not specify exactly how the estate should be 
separated beyond Joseph's choice of houses, Joseph and Benjamin were left to sort out 
the particulars themselves.  And sort it out they did.  Unfortunately, the only record of the 
deal struck by Joseph and Benjamin now exists in Lorenzo Sayles Fairbanks' Genealogy 
of the Fairbanks Family in America (1897).  Fairbanks wrote that the document 
containing the agreement between the brothers, which is reproduced in his genealogy, "is 
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still preserved in the old house, among other precious relics" (1897: 42).  The document 
has since been lost, so Fairbanks' transcription is invaluable when parsing the property's 
history.  According to Fairbanks, Joseph and Benjamin put their agreement in writing on 
March 16, 1687 (1897: 43).  As part of the pact, each brother received a house, some 
outbuildings, and various tracts of land.  Specifically, Joseph was granted "the great 
howse & barne with the Orchyard and the lot belonging to sd howse," while Benjamin 
received "the Leser howse & barne and Orchyard" (Fairbanks 1897: 43).  They also 
divided their father's lands scattered around Dedham.  Lorenzo Fairbanks' transcription is 
missing portions of the original text, evidently because the document had suffered in 
storage, but a comparison of the brothers' halves results in a near-complete description.  
Each brother gained lots on Wigwam Plain, Purgatory Swamp, South Meadow, Fowl 
Meadow, and in the area called Clapboardtrees.  They also each received upland and 
meadow along the Neponset River and meadow near Hawe's brook (Fairbanks 1897: 43).  
The brothers were practical as well as equitable: Benjamin ceded ownership of 1.5 acres 
of the "grate whome Lott" to Joseph in return for a larger portion of the Purgatory Swamp 
moiety (18 acres versus Joseph's 12 acres) (Fairbanks 1897: 43).  From the brief 
descriptions, it seems certain that each brother possessed the necessary variety of land 
types to operate a successful agricultural enterprise. 
 The careful reader will have noted that the descriptions of houses provided in 
Joseph and Benjamin's agreement did not actually specify anything beyond "great howse" 
and "Leser howse" (Fairbanks 1897: 43).  There is also no language to assist in 
determining which of these houses was built for Jonathan Fairbanks (i.e., the existing 
219 
Fairbanks House) and which was built for John Fairbanks on the land adjacent to his 
father's.  There is, however, reason to speculate that the "great howse" mentioned in the 
agreement is the extant house.  When Joseph's son, Joseph Jr. (henceforth referred to as 
Joseph II), deeded his house to his son, Joseph III, in 1752, its description matched that of 
the traditional Fairbanks House (SCRD, 81: 19).  While it might be conceivable that 
Joseph II acquired the existing Fairbanks House from his uncle Benjamin, the latter's 
1711 estate inventory and subsequent assignment of dower only describe the homelot as 
laying east and west of the "road" (SCPR, 17: 273, 441).  This description could certainly 
apply to nearly every lot along Dedham's East Street, including the Fairbanks House's 
homelot, and many throughout the rest of the town.  With only fragmentary evidence on 
which to rely, I will attempt to tip-toe around a definitive conclusion and simply say that 
it seems likely that when given a choice, Joseph Fairbanks settled for (or chose to remain 
in) what is today considered to be the Fairbanks House. 
 At the time of the agreement between Joseph and Benjamin Fairbanks, Joseph and 
his wife Dorcas had been married for four years.  Their first child, also named Dorcas, 
was born in 1686, and one year later, the couple's second and final child, Joseph II, came 
into the world.  The size of Joseph and Dorcas' family is significant for a couple of 
reasons.  First, they were certainly in the minority in terms family size.  If we use 
Greven's calculations of average family sizes in Andover during this period as a loose 
correlate, we see that Joseph and Dorcas' household falls in one of the lowest percentiles 
(14 percent), second only to those families with 12 or more children (8.6 percent) (1970: 
203).  Joseph II was the last child born to Joseph I and Dorcas, which may indicate that 
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the birth was not an easy one—perhaps complications arose, leading to Dorcas' infertility.  
We would also expect that the family's modest size would have had a significant impact 
on their agricultural output.  Yet this handicap is not evident in the Dedham tax records—
quite the contrary. 
 Joseph Fairbanks first appears in the town tax records on September 15, 1685, the 
first country tax assessed after the death of John Fairbanks (Hill 1899: 170; Figure 5–1).  
This entry identifies "Joseph and Benj Fairbanks," likely because although they had 
inherited their father's estate, they had not yet divided it into discrete plots.   Some sort of 
temporary arrangement must have been struck, because the men were listed separately in 
the Town and School tax assessed a mere three months later (Hill 1899: 178).  When 
Joseph and Benjamin were taxed collectively for their possession of their father's estate, 
their rate was well above that of the Dedham median.  Not surprisingly, when the estate 
was divided and the men taxed accordingly, Joseph's rate was much closer to the median 
(although still slightly above it).  For the next 20 years, this relationship did not change 
much; Joseph and his family were taxed less than one standard deviation above the 
median rate for Dedham citizens.3
 With such a small family, how did Joseph and Dorcas remain above the median 
 
                                                 
3 There is a gap of 17 years (1690–1707) for which the original tax records are unclear.  
According to Don Gleason Hill, editor of a reprinted version of the town records, the tables 
containing the tax assessments were very difficult to parse and were not included in reprinted 
volumes for the period described (Hill 1899: i).  It is also important to point out a potential pitfall 
in reading Figure 6–1.  It may appear that Joseph's position in relation to the median tax rate 
shifted in 1708, rising well above the median.  This was not the case.  The difference between the 
two rates remained less than one standard deviation until 1719.  Any difference that appears to 
exist in the figure can be attributed to the vastly different ranges of assessed taxes between 1707 
and 1708 (£0 0s 3p–£0 5s 0p versus £0 0s 9p–£4 8s 6p). 
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tax rate?  They certainly do not appear to have had the free labor sources immediately 
available that would help to operate a sizable farm.  The family may have received 
assistance from nearby kin, but even in this, they seem to have been lacking.  The only 
other direct Fairbanks sibling living in Dedham was Benjamin, who married in 1692 and 
had two children in the three years that followed (Fairbanks 1897: 44).  Benjamin died in 
1694, months before his second child, Benjamin Jr., was born, leaving his widow, Mary 
Richards, to raise their offspring (Fairbanks 1897: 44).  Mary remarried, wedding 
Richard Truesdell in 1696; the couple eventually relocated to Woodstock, Connecticut 
(Clemens 1926: 215; Vital Records of Woodstock 1914: 21; Fairbanks 1897: 59).  It 
appears, however, that they remained in Dedham with their children for a time because 
Benjamin Jr. lived on the land he inherited from his father and was very active in 
Dedham's real estate market.  Because they were living on an adjacent plot, perhaps 
Mary, Richard, Benjamin Jr., and his sister, Mary, worked together with Joseph and 
Dorcas' family to cultivate both estates.  It is also possible that Dorcas had extended 
family living in the area who could help in a similar capacity (her family name has not 
been determined, so we unfortunately cannot verify this possibility).  Without the free 
labor that came with a large family, Joseph and Dorcas probably turned to exchanging 
various goods and services (e.g., midwifery, carpentry) to hire farm workers from within 
the community.  It is also possible that the couple tenanted or sold some of their land to 
provide themselves with necessary income.  Although the exact details are missing, it is 
clear that Joseph and Dorcas were able to exploit the land they possessed to provide for 
their family in a comfortable manner. 
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 When using labor or credit networks to support their farmstead, Joseph and 
Dorcas likely capitalized on connections made by Joseph through his extensive 
participation in civic administration.  In 1687, he was elected to the position of fence-
viewer for the area around Low Plain (Hill 1899: 195).  The next year, he was chosen to 
manage the fences in the "easterly part of the Towne" (Hill 1899: 201).  Evidently Joseph 
filled his role capably (and appreciated the job's compensation) because he held the 
position of fence-viewer again in 1699, 1700, and 1704 (Hill 1899: 262, 269–270, 334–
335).  In 1695, Joseph was chosen as one of the town's constables, a prominent official 
whose primary responsibility was tax collection (Hill 1899: 234).  He held this post for 
three consecutive years, and then again in 1705 and 1707  (Hill 1899: 242–243, 334–335, 
363).  In the latter two years, the position was identified as "tithing man," an individual 
whose job it was to conduct "general moral policing" (Conroy 1995: 38).  Joseph also 
acted as one of several highway surveyors in 1708 (Tuttle 1936: 16).  In 1703, and again 
in 1710, he was elected to the highest position in Dedham's government: selectman (Hill 
1899: 297; Tuttle 1936: 51).  Cook has argued that experience was key in attaining 
positions of leadership in New England towns: once one had demonstrated that he was 
both willing and capable of devoting time and energy to civic service, he was more likely 
to be chosen for future positions (1976: 43–45).  Climbing the social ladder was possible 
and, in Cook's words, "promotion to the ranks of a town's leaders profoundly changed a 
man's status in the political life of the town" (1976: 44).  Though he only held the 
selectman's seat for a year, Joseph must have been well regarded, and well remunerated, 
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within the community based on the frequency with which he was chosen to oversee its 
management. 
 Another indicator of the respect Dedham's citizens had for Joseph Fairbanks can 
be found in his various titles.  In 1704 and 1705, there are two instances in which Joseph 
is identified as a "Sargt" in the town records (Hill 1899: 318, 320).  This reference was 
certainly intended for Joseph Sr., as Joseph II was only seventeen years old in 1704 and 
was not an official citizen.  The 1704 entry also specifies that "Sargt Joseph" was a fence-
viewer, a post that could have only been held by Joseph Sr. at the time.  This is the only 
time at which Joseph Fairbanks is associated with militia duty in the written records.  An 
awareness of militia ranks may have been associated with Queen Anne's War, a struggle 
between Britain and France that spilled over into the colonies in the early 18th century.  
One of the war's bloodiest skirmishes occurred during a raid of Deerfield by French and 
Native American forces in 1704 (Demos 1994; Haefeli and Sweeney 2003).  With 
enemies lurking on the fringes of the Massachusetts Bay colony, Dedham residents likely 
gave greater attention to militia rank than was normally the case.  As was the case with 
"Sergt John Fairebanke" in the late 17th century, Joseph Sr. was probably selected for the 
rank of sergeant based on his social position within the Dedham community (Hill 1899: 
110; Eames 2011: 153–154).  The compensation Joseph Sr. received for his militia 
service could have assisted the family in hiring labor to run their farmstead and secure a 
sufficiency for their children (Zelner 2009: 216). 
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 Sergeant was not the only title given to Joseph Fairbanks Sr.  In 1709, when 
Joseph Sr. was 53 years old, a tax assessed to raise the minister's annual salary listed a 
"Dea Jose fairbanks" (there was no mention of any other "Joseph Fairbanks") (Tuttle 
1936: 47).  From this period until his death in 1734, Joseph Sr. was referred to by the title 
of deacon.  There are no records of Joseph's specific duties as deacon, but judging from 
other references to the deaconate in Dedham, we can gather that he assisted in church 
functions, including extending services to members around the community, assisting in 
(but not officially conducting) rituals of baptism, marriage, and death, singing psalms in 
church, collecting money for the local poor, and keeping church records (see Hill 1888; 
Worthington 1827: 99).  The position of deacon, as with any church role, was esteemed; 
indeed, the year after Joseph's first identification as a deacon, he was chosen as a 
selectman (Tuttle 1936: 51).  While the attitude of his fellow citizens may have changed 
with this new office, Joseph and Dorcas' tax rate did not change.  The family remained 
slightly above the median rate, which is not surprising (see Figure 5–1).  Acting as a 
deacon was not a full-time occupation; Joseph was expected to juggle his duties with his 
farm labors.  A deacon was well-respected, but no more well-paid than an moderately 
wealthy farmer. 
 As Figure 5–1 shows, however, this position began trending upward towards the 
end of 1718.  This increase, marked by assessed tax that was more than one standard 
deviation above the median rate, seems to have coincided with the maturation and 
marriage of Joseph II.  In 1716, at the age of 29, Joseph II married Abigail Deane and the 
couple had two sons, Joseph III and John, over the next two years (Fairbanks 1897: 58).  
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During this period, Joseph II and his family was likely living on his father's homestead.  
Having expanded to two families and their respective children, Joseph Sr. and Dorcas' 
estate value and estimated output (and tax rate) increased.  The estate's value and 
estimated output may have also increased because of changes in land types, specifically 
(and crucially) as a result of a land trade between family members. 
 In May of 1719, at the age of 63, Joseph Sr. exchanged several plots of land with 
his nephew, Benjamin Jr. (son of Joseph Sr.'s brother, Benjamin, who passed half of his 
estate to his son in 1694) (SCRD, 37: 201; Fairbanks 1897: 44).  Many of these plots 
were included in John Fairbanks' estate, which was divided between the brothers more 
than 30 years earlier (Fairbanks 1897: 43–44).  As part of the exchange, Joseph Sr. gave 
Benjamin 12 acres of "Upland Swamp" at "Purgatory field" (land around Purgatory 
Swamp), 55 acres near "Planting Field" (arable land on Dedham Island), 22 acres of 
swamp in "Fairbanks Swamp" (probably Wigwam Swamp, identified as "swampy 
meadow at Hawes brook" in the brother's earlier agreement), and at least 6 acres of 
meadow at "Fowle meadow" (SCRD, 37: 201).  In return for this acreage, Joseph 
received "all that Homestead of Upland Meadow and Swamp Containing . . . by 
Estimation Eighteen Acres . . . lying on both sides of the Street called the East Street" 
(SCRD, 37: 201).  Joseph was also given three acres of "Upland Swamp" at South 
Meadow (SCRD, 37: 201). 
 If Joseph Sr. dealt at least 95 acres for roughly 21 acres, how could this exchange 
be said to increase his estate's value, instead of decreasing it?  It may have been because 
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Joseph Sr. traded a mixture of swamp, arable, and meadow land for homestead and 
swamp—the land identified as "homestead" was inherently more valuable4.  For land to 
be considered homestead, we can assume that it may have contained some mixture of 
houses, outbuildings, orchards, and/or gardens.  At the very least, it was certainly cleared, 
improved, and ready for habitation.  Thus, it appears that Joseph Sr. shuffled his 
landholdings and acquired improved land which Joseph II (who was 32 years old at the 
time) could either cultivate or use as a homelot for his young family.  This notion is 
supported by the fact that in September of 1719, four months after Joseph Sr. and 
Benjamin Jr. exchanged land, a province tax5 was assessed to "Dea & Jos fairbanks" 
(Tuttle 1936: 189–191).  From this point until Joseph Sr.'s death, Deacon Joseph and 
Joseph II were always listed in a combined entry in the tax records.  Throughout this 
period, the combined families were consistently assessed tax rates greater than one 
standard deviation above the median rate for Dedham citizens (see Figure 5–1).6
 Not long after Joseph Sr. became "Deacon Joseph" in 1709 and then joined his 
son's family in the Dedham tax records in 1719, his civic service declined, likely replaced 
by his religious duties.  He was not elected to any government positions after his year as a 
 
                                                 
4 Although it appears that Benjamin Jr. traded away a homelot in 1719, this may have not been 
his primary domicile.  Benjamin Jr. owned a house in Dedham as late as the 1738 (see SCRD, 
108: 219). This may have been a second home built after he traded his first structure and the land 
on which it sat to Joseph Sr. in 1719.  Another possibility is that the house mentioned in the 1738 
deed may have been a building promised or sold to Benjamin Jr. by his step-father, Richard 
Truesdell, prior to Truesdell's death.   
5 A province tax combined a number of other rates assessed during the year into a single, all-
encompassing tax.  They first appear in Dedham's tax records in the early 18th century (e.g., 
Tuttle 1936: 54–55) and typically included some combination of poll taxes, real and personal 
estate taxes, and other civic taxes designed to support the town, ministers, and schools. 
6 This is the final taxation chart because the high number of citizens taxed in Dedham in the 
second quarter of the 18th century and beyond rendered further analysis unwieldy. 
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selectman in 1710.  The records do include three years in which someone named 
"Joseph" was chosen as fence-viewer (1724), hog-reeve (1725), and highway surveyor 
(1729) (Tuttle 1936: 241, 253, 298).  It was likely Joseph II who filled these roles 
because at no point is Joseph Sr. identified as anything other than Deacon Joseph after 
1709.  It appears that the services he provided as deacon were enough of a boon to the 
town's religiosity that they outweighed his secular skills.  Joseph Sr.'s last appearance in 
the town records came in 1732, when at the age of 76 he was in the process of executing 
his son-in-law's estate.  James Humphreys, husband to Dorcas Jr., died sometime before 
1728 and Joseph Sr. was appointed to settle his interests (Fairbanks 1897: 42).  
Humphreys died in some degree of debt and Joseph Sr. was ordered to sell some of the 
man's real estate to cover his liability.  The land did not leave the immediate family.  In 
January of 1732, Joseph Sr., on behalf of Humphreys, deeded 40 acres of land in 
Wrentham to his son, Joseph II, in return for 56 pounds (SCRD, 58: 194–195).  This 
would be Joseph Sr.'s last recorded official act prior to his death in 1734 at the age of 78. 
Summary 
 It may seem as though we have learned little about the day-to-day lives of Joseph 
Sr., Dorcas, and their children, especially when compared to the degree of detail gleaned 
from the estate inventories of Jonathan and John Fairbanks.  What we do know, however, 
is intriguing.  We know that the family likely lived in the Fairbanks House, which at the 
time consisted of a two-cell core, plus the lean-to and possible western addition.  This 
floorplan probably provided ample space for their small family; they made no drastic 
alterations to the house's physical durations.  Like their ancestors, Joseph and Dorcas 
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owned land of various types throughout Dedham.  Joseph's days would have been 
dominated by travel to and from the fields, with strenuous labor upon arrival, while 
Dorcas would have stayed closer to home, overseeing local work such as dairying, 
tending to the children, and maintaining the gardens and orchards.  The family benefited 
from Joseph's political and militia connections, as well as those within their local kinship 
network, thus proving Joseph Sr.'s usefulness and reinforcing his masculinity.  Joseph Sr. 
and Dorcas used these connections to build a sufficiency for their children, trying to plan 
for their future amid changing circumstances.  As their household expanded with Joseph 
II and Abigail's growing family, the overall estate increased in value and estimated 
output—more hands meant lighter loads.  Even with the greater number of residents, the 
family did not opt to alter their house; apparently there was space enough for all.  
Eventually, Joseph Sr. traded his political positions for a religious one, a shift that likely 
altered his weekly or monthly schedule more than it did his daily routine.  He may have 
believed that "Man does not live on bread alone," but he still needed to help his family 
bring in the harvest (The Holy Bible: New International Version, Matt. 4.4).  And they 
certainly did bring in quite a harvest.  The family never dropped below the median tax 
rate in Dedham, even rising further to the upper third when Joseph II married.   
 The estate was quite valuable relative to the rest of town, but unfortunately no 
probate documents or deeds have been located that detailed how it was passed from 
Joseph Sr. to his wife and/or children.  Joseph Sr. died at age 78, leaving behind his wife 
Dorcas (undetermined age), daughter Dorcas Jr. (age 48), and son Joseph II (age 47) 
(Fairbanks 1897: 42).  Joseph Sr.'s wife died four years after him in 1738 (Fairbanks 
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1897: 42).  Her portion of the estate may have passed to Joseph II following her death.  
We can suppose that whatever the means, Joseph II ultimately possessed the majority of 
his parents' estate because he later passed the house to his son, Joseph III, in 1752 
(SCRD, 81: 19). 
 
Joseph Fairbanks, Jr. (1687–[1752-1755]) and Abigail Deane (1694–1750) 
 By the time Joseph II inherited his father's estate, he was 47 years old and had 
been living on the property his entire life.  He and his wife, Abigail Deane, had been 
married for 18 years and the couple had 7 children ranging in age from 2 to 17 years old.  
In fact, the family only owned the estate for 16 years before Abigail died, with Joseph II 
following 2-to-5 years after her.  For much of Joseph II and Abigail's time in the 
homestead, they shared the space with the elder generation.  Indeed, it was their children 
who would have a far greater effect on, and a far more complicated experience with, the 
durations of the family property. 
 As mentioned previously, there are no references to Joseph II in the Dedham town 
records until a full three years after his marriage to Abigail at age 29 (see above).  This 
may have been because Joseph II was not seen as a separate citizen of the town, given 
that he was unmarried and did not own land for most of his earlier life.  It could also be 
an indicator that Joseph Sr. had not given Joseph II any of his own land until the years 
following his betrothal.  Without status as a landowner and with no family of his own, it 
would have been difficult for Joseph II to demonstrate his usefulness to his community.  
Once Joseph II and Abigail married and had their first two children, perhaps Joseph Sr. 
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granted them some independence by allowing them to "own" a portion of the family 
estate (see Greven 1970: 132).  It is also worth noting that Joseph II was not selected for 
any jobs in Dedham prior to 1719.  His first position did not come until 1724, when he 
was chosen to act as a fence-viewer (Tuttle 1936: 241).  The following year, he acted as 
hog-reeve and in 1729, he was a highway surveyor (Tuttle 1936: 253, 298).  In 1734, 
Joseph II was elected to the post of field driver (Tuttle 1936: 355).  He also served as a 
highway surveyor in 1739 (Fisher 1968: 26).  It seems that once he married and owned 
land, Joseph II's status and usefulness within the town was recognized, which meant he 
was socially eligible to hold minor civic jobs.   
 On October 31, 1725, right around the time that he was elected to these civic 
posts, Joseph II and Abigail were received in the church (Hill 1888: 79).  It appears that 
as the family was actively increasing their presence in town during this time, a period 
marked by participation in both civic and religious institutions.  This may also indicate 
that, at least for Joseph II and Abigail, properly joining the church was more of a social 
move than a religious one.  After all, Joseph Sr. had been acting as deacon for 15 years 
by the time his son decided to make official his participation in the church.  Still, Joseph 
II and Abigail were no strangers to the church; records indicate that the couple had at 
least their last four children baptized (Hill 1888: 41–42, 46, 51).  This fact further 
supports the notion that by being formally received into the church, Joseph II and Abigail 
were also being received into a discrete social group, affinity with which likely came 
with useful social connections.  Evidently Joseph II's fellow townspeople considered him 
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to be a morally upstanding man—in 1752, he was chosen for the job of tithing man, just 
as his father had been 45 years earlier (Fisher 1968: 201). 
 Beyond these brief references in the town records, Joseph II, Abigail, and their 
eight children were not very visible in the documentary record during Joseph II and 
Abigail's lives.  After inheriting his father's estate, Joseph II's name appears three more 
times in Suffolk County's deed registry.  The first two appearances document an 
exchange of land with Benjamin Fairbanks, Jr., a trade similar to the one executed by 
Joseph Sr., but on a much smaller scale.  On March 7, 1738, Joseph II deeded three and a 
half acres of land located at the division between the parishes of Dedham Village and 
Clapboardtrees to Benjamin Jr. (SCRD, 56: 216).  In return, Joseph II received 60 
pounds, money that would not remain in his pocket very long.  The following week, on 
March 15, Benjamin Jr. deeded seven acres of land in the Dedham Village parish to 
Joseph II in return for 60 pounds (SCRD, 108: 219).  This was likely an exchange of 
convenience for both men: Benjamin Jr. lived in the Clapboardtrees parish for most of his 
life, having moved from Dedham, while Joseph II resided on the ancestral homestead in 
Dedham proper (Fairbanks 1897: 59).  Each man gained territory near his home, thereby 
shortening his family's commute to their fields. 
 The final reference to Joseph II in the deed registry came as part of a much larger 
sale of land, this time to his son, Joseph III (SCRD, 81: 18).  On March 9, 1752, at the 
age of 65, Joseph II deeded nine pieces of land and his commonage rights (nearly 109 
acres in total) to his 35-year-old son in exchange for 400 pounds.  The land was located 
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along East Street, and in the areas of Low Plain, South Plain, the Great Cedar Swamp 
(Walpole), Purgatory Swamp, Wigwam Plain Swamp, and near Mother Brook (SCRD, 
81: 18).  The territory would allow for planting (46 acres of upland and field), growing  
hay (45.75 acres of meadow and swamp), and pasturing livestock (six cow commons and 
one and a half sheep commons) (Figure 5–2).  
 In truth, the estate was not so much owned by Joseph III as it was routed through 
him.  We might wonder why, when previous generations had eschewed traditional 
primogeniture in favor of spreading their bequests to each child, did Joseph II choose to 
bestow all, or at least the vast majority of his holdings, on his eldest son.  It may have 
been an indication that times were getting a bit tighter for the average New England 
farmer.  A steady population increase since the turn of the 18th century meant less local 
land to go around (Greven 1970: 176–180).  Had Joseph II divided his property among 
his six sons and one unmarried daughter, each would have received a sliver of the 
landholdings (less than 14 acres of land, if split evenly), hardly enough to build a 
farmstead to support one's family.  Joseph II surely understood this reality and thus chose 
to keep the estate intact.  He likely could not have predicted that Joseph III and his wife, 
Frances, would relocate to Wrentham at some point between 1754 and 1756 (Fairbanks 
1897: 82–84).  Had he known that they would soon leave the Dedham area, Joseph II 
might have instead distributed his estate to one or more of his younger sons.  Regardless, 
in 1755, around the time that Joseph III and his family departed for Wrentham, Joseph III 
sold the house and land he had received from his father, plus an additional 12 acres in   
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Figure 5–2: Types of land deeded from Joseph II to Joseph III in 1752, displayed as 
percentages (one block equals one percent).  Portions of land shown in halves were 
described in the deed as a particular type of land (e.g., upland) that was part of the 
Fairbanks homelot (Figure by author). 
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Purgatory Swamp, to his brothers, John, Israel, Samuel, and Ebenezer, for the sum of 400 
pounds (SCRD, 92: 90–91). 
 As the estate was passed from father (Joseph II) to son (Joseph III), Joseph II's 
life was coming to an end.  The family had already lost one member, daughter Sarah, in 
1749 and Joseph II's wife Abigail passed the following year.  Joseph II may have been 
infirm himself, a condition that led him to deed the estate to his son, rather than waiting 
for it to be passed after his death.  If he believed that he might be bedridden, or at least 
unable to manage farm operations as per the norm, Joseph II could pass the estate via 
deed and let his children take over.  He was, at that time, over 60 years old; he and 
Abigail had done their best to provide for their offspring and there was little he could do 
to change their fates in his elderly age (Fairbanks 1897: 58).  There is no official record 
of Joseph II's passing, but it was likely sometime before Joseph III deeded the estate to 
his brothers on April 22, 1755 (SCRD, 92: 90–91).  In that document, Joseph III was 
identified as "Joseph Fairbanks," whereas in previous documents, when his father was 
alive, Joseph III was listed as "Joseph Fairbanks Jr" (e.g., SCRD, 81: 18).  In fact, 
roughly two months earlier, in an entry in the town records dating to February 24, 1755, 
"Joseph Fairbanks Jr." was selected for the position of "hogreave" (an individual who 
tended to stray swine; Fisher 1968: 227).  Because Joseph III was not simply identified 
here as "Joseph Fairbanks," we might suspect that Joseph II was still alive in February of 
1755.  When he died, Joseph II left behind sons Joseph III (age 38), John (age 37), Israel 
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(age 32), Samuel (age 27), Ebenezer (age 23), and Benjamin (age 16), as well as daughter 
Abigail (age 34) (Fairbanks 1897: 58).7
Summary 
 
 It is difficult to comment generally on Joseph II and Abigail's time in Dedham.  
Though they lived for roughly 65 and 56 years, respectively, the details of their lives 
went largely unrecorded, both in literal, documentary terms and in the durations 
associated with the Fairbanks House property.  Prior to his marriage to Abigail, Joseph II 
was nearly invisible in the town records, a fact that probably reflected his lack of social 
status as an unmarried, landless man.  After marrying, the couple lived on the Fairbanks 
property until their deaths, raising the largest nuclear family to occupy the house.  Such a 
large family would have been very useful when working on the farm, likely ensuring an 
economic position above the town median.  With its mixture of tillage, hay-rich meadow 
and swamp, and pasturage, the land portfolio Joseph II and Abigail owned was certainly 
diverse enough to fit the needs of New England's mixed husbandry.  Indeed, judging by 
the amount of meadow and swamp the family owned (45.75 acres, or roughly 42% of 
their holdings), the family could have generated a significant hay crop, possibly 
indicating that they emphasized livestock husbandry as much as, or more than, crop 
cultivation. 
 The family had a unique relationship with the local church.  Despite baptizing 
their children, a sacrament probably assisted by their father, Deacon Joseph Fairbanks, it 
                                                 
7 These ages are provided under the interpretation that Joseph II died sometime between February 
24 and April 22, 1755. 
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is possible that Joseph II and Abigail did not officially join the church until it was 
socially advantageous, or necessary, for them to do so.  No longer were official church 
members the majority in Dedham (they had not been since the end of the 17th century), 
but membership must have come with certain social benefits (Lockridge 1970: 81).  Over 
the span of approximately six years, Joseph II raised his profile in town by becoming a 
taxable landowner, holding several positions within the town management, and joining 
the church.  This increased prominence, while not at the level of a selectman, could only 
help Joseph II and Abigail's children as they attempted to establish themselves in 
Dedham.  Social connections within the community were, in a sense, currency, as they 
could be used to form invaluable networks of trade, credit, and labor exchange.  If the 
sheer number of real estate exchanges executed by Joseph II and Abigail's offspring in 
the ensuing years are any indication, then these networks truly were priceless. 
 
Joseph Fairbanks III (1717–1794) and Frances Estey (1718–1806) 
 Joseph III and his wife, Francis Estey, purchased the Fairbanks House property in 
March of 1752, although they would not remain in Dedham for much longer (SCRD, 81: 
18).  Joseph III (age 35) and Francis (age 34) had married in Dedham in April of 1744 
and had four children: Experience (age 7), Benjamin (age 6), Sarah (age 3), and Joseph 
(age 1) (Fairbanks 1897: 82–84).  Prior to leaving Dedham (but after purchasing the 
Fairbanks property), the couple had one more child, Nathaniel, in 1754 (Fairbanks 1897: 
84).  Each of their offspring was baptized at the local church.  In fact, as part of 
Experience's baptismal ceremony on March 10, 1745, Joseph III "renewed his baptismal 
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Covenant" (Hill 1888: 55).  This likely came at the behest of church officials, who often 
encouraged parents submitting their children for baptism to reaffirm their covenant with 
the church (Hambrick-Stowe 1982: 130).  Each of the couple's subsequent children born 
in Dedham received the sacrament and began their pilgrimage of faith, with the notable 
exception of Sarah (Hill 1888: 56, 59–60; see Hambrick–Stowe 1982).  Sarah Fairbanks, 
born September 4, 1749, was baptized alongside her brother, Joseph, two months after his 
birth in 1751 (Fairbanks 1897: 83; Hill 1888: 59).  The reason for the delay of Sarah's 
ceremony is unclear.  If there was some sort of transition of new clergy into the church 
that might have caused a postponement, it was not recorded in the town records.  Perhaps 
the extended family faced an especially busy or difficult period of environmental 
fluctuation that meant they could not spare time away from their agricultural efforts.  Or 
maybe Sarah was sickly as a child and thus the family deemed that the ceremony was less 
immediately important than her health (one might question this conjecture on the basis 
that Sarah lived to be 86 years old, as well as the fact that if she was in fact ill, her 
parents may have wished to baptize her sooner to that ensure that she could begin her 
faith journey; Hambrick–Stowe 1982: 123) (Fairbanks 1897: 83).  Although we cannot be 
certain as to the cause of the delay of Sarah's baptism, its existence is telling.  If the 
ceremony, "a sacrament of preparation and implantation" into the conversion process, 
was seen as crucial, it is difficult to imagine the circumstances that would lead Joseph III 
and Frances to delay its execution (Hambrick–Stowe 1982: 123–124).  This situation, like 
that of Joseph II and Abigail's formal admittance into the church, may be another 
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indicator that by the mid-18th century, religious formalities were sometimes sidestepped 
in favor of secular concerns. 
 After Nathaniel's birth, Joseph III and Francis took their family and headed 
southwest to Wrentham.  The timing of their departure may have been linked to Joseph 
II's death—perhaps the family deferred their move until after Joseph II passed away.  On 
April 22, 1755, likely sometime during their transition to Wrentham, Joseph III sold his 
father's estate, which he had purchased in 1752, to his brothers John, Israel, Samuel, and 
Ebenezer (SCRD, 81: 18, 92: 90–91).  Joseph III was not seeking profit; he sold the land 
for the same price for which he had purchased it from his father (400 pounds).  He even 
included 12 acres at Purgatory Swamp that were not part of the earlier sale (SCRD, 92: 
90–91).  Although he lived there with his family, it seems clear that even after the 1752 
purchase, Joseph III was just a temporary caretaker of the property.  With the estate 
passed and his duties completed, Joseph III and Francis headed for Wrentham.  There 
they had their last two children, Elijah in 1756 and Abigail in 1760 (Fairbanks 1897: 84).  
The family remained in Wrentham until 1770, before selling their homestead and moving 
north to Winthrop, Maine, where they lived out their final years (Fairbanks 1897: 82). 
Summary 
 When compared with other households who occupied the Fairbanks House, the 
durations associated with Joseph III and Frances' are some of the most inaccessible.  
Joseph III lived in his family's ancestral home, joined by his wife after their marriage in 
1744.  Both worked the land and maintained the household alongside their parents and 
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siblings.  Joseph III and Frances were religious, baptizing their children when possible.  
Although they were probably anxious to begin their life in a newer, less densely-settled 
town, they waited until after Joseph III's father died before departing.  When he did pass, 
Joseph III acted as the channel through which the estate would flow, transferring it from 
his father to his brothers over the course of three years.  Like many other young families 
in the 18th century, Joseph III and Frances uprooted and moved from their settled home 
to regions where land and labor could be acquired for less, first in Wrentham and then in 
Maine.  The siblings they left behind in Dedham would be challenged with the same 
dilemma: to forge a living out of increasingly populated, but comfortably familiar, 
eastern towns, or to relocate to the fringes, which were plentiful in land, unfamiliarity, 
and danger. 
 
On Change and Duration 
 When Joseph and Dorcas inherited the Fairbanks homestead from John Fairbanks 
in 1684, they stood at a significant crossroads in the histories of the Fairbanks family, the 
town of Dedham, and the British colonies in the New World.  As the family continued to 
pass their house and property down through the generations, the town of Dedham was 
maturing and dividing.  Populations increased in early settlements throughout New 
England, stretching seams and sucking up arable land.  Residents split off and formed 
new towns that were demographically and geographically more suitable to the 
contemporary socio-political environment, resetting the growth cycle.  From the edges of 
well-populated areas, boundless land beckoned with the promise of acreage in exchange 
241 
for a handful of cash and the ability to defend one's property.  Children were increasingly 
independent and parents increasingly anxious as all were aware that local land came at a 
premium and there were inheritances to be worried about.  Where would offspring start 
their new lives with their new families?  Where could they?  All the while, the Atlantic 
was bustling with the movement of people and goods from around the world. 
 Despite the flurry of changes around the Fairbanks family, the material and 
immaterial durations associated with their property changed very little prior to the mid-
18th century.  The house still bore much of the shape given to it by its original creators in 
the early 17th century: two bays around a central chimney with a third bay presumably 
still attached to the house's western end.  The one major architectural change that we may 
be able to link to this period was the addition of the lean-to on the northern side of the 
house, although this was likely the work of earlier generations (see Chapter 5 for an 
extended discussion of lean-to's construction).  We can be much more certain that the 
decision was made sometime in the early 18th century to replace the house's fixed sash 
windows with casement windows and to replace the house's exterior siding (Building 
Conservation Associates 2000: 46).  Beyond these changes, it seems clear that the space 
was able to accommodate the generational fluctuations of the Fairbanks households.  
Joseph Sr. and Dorcas raised their modest family in the home until Joseph II came of age 
and married Abigail.  When the young couple began having children, grandparents, 
parents, and children lived together under one roof for a time (Joseph II and Abigail may 
have moved into a nearby dwelling after their son John was born).  Joseph II and Abigail 
inherited the estate when they were no longer a young couple, sharing the space with 
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their extensive brood.  In the two years preceding Joseph Sr.'s death, there were at least 
11 people living on the Fairbanks property, if not in the same building.  And yet through 
the transition from smallest family (Joseph Sr., Dorcas, and two children) to the largest 
family (Joseph II, Abigail, and eight children), the house did not fundamentally change.  
This was likely an indicator of the family's ability to adapt the existing internal spaces to 
suit their needs, converting storage to living spaces and maximizing the potential of 
outdoor workspaces.  It may also be a sign that Joseph Sr. and/or Joseph II did not have 
the capital, or the desire, to invest in an expansion of the house. 
 This last point is worth pondering.  I have already asserted that the maintenance 
of the house was the most important contribution of the three Fairbanks generations who 
occupied the house during the late 17th and early 18th centuries.  While this certainly 
speaks to the households' ability to use their space creatively, it also demonstrates what 
the Fairbanks family was not able to do.  Had the family earned extraordinary financial 
gains, either as farmers or in some other occupation, they likely would have replaced the 
17th-century house with a grander, more contemporary house.  Because they instead 
remained modestly successful agriculturalists, the early dwelling remained intact.  This 
would be a recurring theme in later years as the family opted to augment the durations of 
their landscape rather than clearing their surroundings and beginning anew. 
 The Fairbanks' use and transfer of land is also telling.  Joseph Sr. planned for 
Joseph II's inheritance from an early age.  Shortly after Joseph II's marriage, Joseph Sr. 
exchanged land with his nephew to provide Joseph II and Abigail land to either cultivate, 
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live on, or both.  The two generations effectively shared the property, working their 
collective fields side-by-side.  They were even taxed as a pair.  Joseph Sr. and Dorcas 
were fortunate: their small family meant they could avoid the complications that arose 
from partible inheritance practices in the eighteenth century.  Though land was becoming 
scarce, they did not have to be concerned about providing a legacy for more than one 
child after their daughter Dorcas married in 1714 (Fairbanks 1897: 42).  Yet Joseph Sr. 
and Dorcas were not blind to the times.  Their connections within the community, 
ingrained in exchange networks, militia experience, and socio-religious relations, 
exposed them to the pressures felt by other, larger families as population increased.  In an 
attempt to avoid these difficulties in their lifetimes and place their children in an 
improved position for the years that would follow, Joseph Sr. and Dorcas turned over a 
portion of the management responsibilities to their offspring prior to their deaths.  This 
relinquishing of power was not recorded in deeds and may have come with a set of 
caveats, but it was still a sign that the family understood that their town was changing and 
they needed to change along with it. 
 Whereas their parents did not have to worry about dividing their estate, Joseph II 
and Abigail faced an opposite situation: with eight children and roughly 109 acres of 
land, how could they hope to provide for every child?  The many hands were helpful with 
the farm duties, but when the same hands were open with expectant palms outstretched, 
the math became complicated.  The amount they could give would be limited, but Joseph 
II and Abigail did what they could to secure their children's future.  Joseph II forged new 
relationships through his work for the town, and the couple officially joined the church, a 
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move that would have raised their profile in Dedham.  These relationships would aid their 
offspring if they opted to secure their position within the town.  Joseph Sr. and Dorcas 
likely also had a high profile, one earned through Joseph's time in the local militia and 
work as a deacon, and as each generation became more tightly woven into Dedham's 
fabric, the following generations could only benefit.  No matter how much work Joseph II 
and Abigail did around town, they could not outrun the final inheritance decision.  
Ultimately, Joseph II and Abigail passed the estate to their eldest son, whose decision to 
vacate Dedham left the house and associated property in the hands of Joseph II and 
Abigail's four oldest sons.8
 Like most New Englanders, the Fairbanks' relationship to their land was defined 
by mobility (or a lack thereof).  The landscape surrounding Dedham held a somewhat 
unknown potential to those who remained in the town, while the image of life beyond 
Dedham began to take shape for those who left the town to realize this potential.  The 
Fairbanks households were aware of what lay beyond the town borders and this affected 
the families to varying degrees.  Following John Fairbanks' death in 1684, Joseph Sr. and 
  The property was purchased by Joseph III, but he was only a 
placeholder, passing his family's legacy on to his brothers before leaving for a new town 
and a new home (SCRD, 81: 18, 92: 90–91).  It was up to the children to make the same 
decision facing their peers in early settlements throughout the region: stay with less land 
or leave for more. 
                                                 
8 Youngest son Benjamin, age 16, may have been considered too young to be included in the 
dispersal of land.  Instead, he may have inherited a portion of the £400 Joseph II received from 
the sale of his estate (SCRD, 81: 18).  Benjamin was a sergeant of a militia company that 
marched from Stoughton to Cambridge at the beginning of the American Revolution (Fairbanks 
1897: 88).  He later married and resided in Sharon, MA. 
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Dorcas inherited the homestead and settled there, making a life for them and their 
children.  In this, they were the exception rather than the rule.  Of Joseph Sr.'s surviving 
siblings, only Benjamin remained in Dedham; John Jr. had already relocated to 
Wrentham and Hannah had married and moved to Milton, MA (Fairbanks 1897: 35).  
One generation later, one of two children lived out his life in Dedham (Dorcas married 
and moved to Wrentham in 1714).  This was as much a product of a small family and 
residence patterns as it was a result of the contemporary population pressures.   
 The issue of mobility was on full display in the following generation.  By the mid-
18th century, population had exploded again, increasing from an estimated 56,000 in 
1700 to 223,000 in 1760 (McManis 1975: 69).  In Dedham, 121 families were assessed a 
country tax in 1684 (Hill 1894: 89–91).  By 1765, that number had grown to 309 (Mann 
1847: 30).  The pressures that came from such a significant increase drove people to 
move about the region in search of a pocket of the world to call home.  Greven's 
observations of the residential origins of marriage partners in 17th- and 18th-century 
Andover highlight the degree to which New Englanders were mobile: between 1720 and 
1749, only 56 percent of marriages included partners who were both from Andover 
(1970: 211).  Nearly 30 percent of husbands were from outlying towns and slightly more 
than 14 percent of wives were outsiders.  The situation was undoubtedly similar in 
Dedham, yet it is useful to remember that increased mobility certainty did not mean 
universal mobility.  The Fairbanks family is a good representation of this fact.  When 
Joseph III and Frances purchased the family estate, they may have already been in the 
process of transitioning to Wrentham, later moving to Winthrop, ME (Fairbanks 1897: 
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82).  Yet their brothers, John, Israel, Samuel, and Ebenezer, to whom the homestead was 
sold in 1755, lived in Dedham for their entire lives.  Abigail likely also lived in Dedham 
with a member of her extended family; she died of a palsy in 1798, unmarried (Hill 1888: 
101).  Sarah died at 23, having hardly reached adulthood, and Benjamin moved to 
Sharon, MA in 1762 (Fairbanks 1897: 88).  In sum, of Joseph III's generation, five of the 
eight children remained in Dedham (62.5%), one passed away (12.5%), and two relocated 
within the region (25%).   Had Abigail married and moved, or had Sarah lived long 
enough to do the same, the percentages would nearly match Greven's figures exactly.  
Fundamentally, mobility was a fact of life in the mid-18th century, a process catalyzed by 
population increases. 
 The stresses associated with dividing estates affected household dynamics in ways 
that, in the Fairbanks' case, are largely invisible.  Though there are no direct records of 
tension or discord within the Fairbanks House, we can make some inferences based on 
the ways in which the property was transferred.  Each generation laid the groundwork for 
their children's futures in different ways.  Joseph Sr. and Dorcas shared their property and 
agricultural bounty with their children from a relatively early age, handing over power 
much earlier than their ancestors typically did.  Joseph II and Abigail, knowing that 
providing for every child would be difficult, attempted to form social networks within the 
community as best they could, networks that could potentially be used by their children 
later in life. 
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 The Fairbanks families also varied in their relationship with the Puritan 
establishment.  Joseph Sr. acted as a deacon, playing a vital role in the church's 
management.  Joseph II, the deacon's son, opted not to join the church until it was 
socially advantageous for him to do so.  Joseph III renewed his baptismal vows when he 
was nearly 30 and participated in the customary ceremonies, but he and Frances delayed 
baptizing their daughter Sarah until she was two years old.  Each generation of Fairbanks 
had a slightly different relationship to the church.  This is not to argue that religion was 
not central in each of their lives; every Fairbanks child was baptized (eventually) and no 
doubt they perceived that God played an important role in their intercommunity relations 
(the meeting house was one of the most important social arenas in the town—cf. 
Hambrick-Stowe 1982; Upton 1986, 1997; Wood 1997).  I only emphasize that this 18th-
century religiosity contrasts with the vision of Dedham's founders.  The town was not 
some Puritan utopia, but was instead a much more mundane place in which people used 
religion, as they used any number of other cultural vehicles, as a social tool to advance 
their own agendas. 
 
The Final Steps Towards Revolution 
 Throughout the early stages of the 18th century, the colonies that would soon 
fight to become a nation were showing signs of the political maturity that came with 
division.  The wave of war that would come would not be one that the average New 
Englander anticipated, or even wanted, but they would get caught up in its swell, which 
would affect their lives on many levels.  The Fairbanks' were no exceptions.  In some 
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ways, the early 18th century was a contradiction for those small farmers who lived 
through it: with so much changing around them, so many aspects of life remained the 
same.  The generations that occupied the Fairbanks House navigated the transformation 
with various tactics, continually redefining their relationship to the land in degrees of 
mobility.  Town borders shifted, voices were raised, and the church lost and gained 
members, yet the Fairbanks and their contemporaries spent much of their time traveling 
to and from their fields, hefting the hoe and guiding the plow as their ancestors had done.  
The durations created and augmented during these years of labor are not immediately 
evident in the Fairbanks House museum, yet the stability provided by these generations 
allowed the homestead to remain intact and within the family lineage, thereby ensuring 
its future as a heritage institution.  The Fairbanks' ancestral home had passed through five 
different owners and would continue to move through the generations to come.  Beyond 
updated fenestration and new siding, the previous 60 years had not altered its physical 
appearance very much, but through the events it had witnessed and the people it had 
touched, the house would not be the same.  The Fairbanks House and its occupants were 
bit actors on Dedham's small stage, constituent parts of a region that would play a vital 
role in the approaching revolution, an event that would change the course of history in the 
Atlantic World. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
REVOLUTION, RISE, AND FALL: THE 18TH- AND 19TH-CENTURY 
FAIRBANKS FAMILIES 
 
Introduction: Revolution, Rise, and Fall 
 By the middle of the 18th century, England's New World colonies looked vastly 
different from their 17th-century selves.   New England had grown from a population of 
roughly 2,300 colonists in 1630 to an estimated 400,000 by 1750 (Meinig 1986: 249).  
With the increases in population came increases in social pressures placed on New 
England farmers.  At the same time, political tensions between Britain and the colonies 
simmered and then boiled over into bloody conflict.  The war was revolutionary in more 
than a political sense—many aspects of family social life were altered, both inside and 
outside of the home.  As circumstances shifted during the turbulent post-war era, the fate 
of the small farmer hung in the balance.  Nineteenth-century demographic expansion and 
economic development signaled the movement of large-scale agriculture west and south 
as mechanized industry took hold in the northern colonies.  Farming families in 
established New England towns were forced to navigate the uncertain paths that 
confronted those who remained in their native region and those who chose to leave with 
frontier dreams.  Their choices would change the face of the region's landscape forever. 
 In this chapter, I outline the durational trajectories of two households whose 
alterations to the Fairbanks House landscape are most visible today.  First, I review the 
conditions contributing to and resulting from the American Revolution.  These contextual 
changes had major, multi-scalar ramifications for individuals, households, communities, 
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and the new nation.  Next, I trace the decisions made by Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence 
Fairbanks to acquire full ownership over their ancestral estate and establish a future for 
their children.  By operating according to their lineal family values, the Fairbanks 
families remained focused on their present and future durational trajectories (Henretta 
1978).  The story of Ebenezer Sr.'s and Prudence's lives and those of Ebenezer Jr. and 
Mary Fairbanks then overlap as I explore how the two generations worked together to 
reinvent and protect their family's identity after the scandalous 1801 murder trial of Jason 
Fairbanks.  Lastly I discuss how Ebenezer Jr., Mary, and their family negotiated the 
changing socio-economic conditions of the early 19th century, with a mixture of success 
and failure.  These two generations of Fairbanks are significant because although their 
plans and actions contributed to the increase and eventual decrease of the estate's 
economic position within the Dedham community, their decisions ultimately had a drastic 
effect on the durational trajectories of the Fairbanks House site. 
 
Revolutionary Agendas, Local Concerns 
 The years leading up to the American Revolution were punctuated by a political 
call-and-response between Britain and the American colonies.  As Britain enacted a 
series of taxes designed, in part, to refill her coffers after the expensive Seven Years War, 
the colonies responded with boycotts, protests, and fury.  The first major blow came in 
1764, when British Parliament passed the Sugar Act (Gross 1976: 30).  The act was two-
fold in design: it routed sugar into British ports by placing severe penalties on smuggling 
from the French Caribbean and then taxed the incoming sugar via stiff tariffs.  The Stamp 
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Act was enacted the following year, meaning that all paper products within the colonies 
were subject to taxation (Gross 1976: 30).  Although the resulting protests and boycott 
pushed Parliament to repeal the act, they declared their power to enact and enforce 
legislation within the colonies via the Declaratory Act of 1766 (Gross 1976: 31).  The 
next year, another series of taxes were levied, this time on lead, paint, paper, tea, and 
glass, and another boycott followed.  In Boston, colonists rioted, regiments of British 
soldiers were posted, and discontent boiled in colonial hearts and homes. The conflict 
erupted in 1770, when Redcoats killed five people and wounded six others in the so-
called Boston Massacre (Gross 1976: 31).  Days later, a Bostonian described the horrific 
event ("A Short Narrative. . ." 1770: 27–28): 
The office on guard was Capt. Preston, who with seven or eight soldiers 
with fire arms, and charged bayonets, issued from the guard house, and in 
great haste posted himself and his soldiers in the front of the Custom-
House near the corner aforesaid. In passing to this station the soldiers 
pushed several persons with their bayonets, driving through the people in 
so rough a manner that it appeared they intended to create a disturbance. 
This occasioned some snow balls to be thrown at them: which seems to 
have been the only provocation that was given . . . The said party was 
formed into a half circle, and within a short time after they had been  
posted to the Custom-House, began to fire on the people. 
 The violence in Boston revealed the razor's edge on which British-colonial 
relations sat.  In a time of unprecedented taxation, colonists pushed back at their mother 
country, demanding representation and protesting via boycotts.  After boycotts came 
embargoes following the passage of the 1773 Tea Act, which permitted only the British 
East India Company to sell tea to the American colonies (Gross 1976: 31).  After angry 
colonists dumped a ship's worth of tea into the Boston Harbor on December 16, 1773, 
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Parliament closed the Boston port and restructured the Massachusetts government (Gross 
1976: 31).  Approximately 16 months later, skirmishes broke out in the small 
Massachusetts towns of Lexington and Concord, and a revolution that had begun to 
simmer in the years prior reached its boiling point. 
 While the political drama unfolded on an international stage, average citizens in 
many parts of New England were decidedly unperturbed.  Small-town farmers were often 
more focused on the local conditions—meetinghouse construction, road repairs, and new 
town formation—than those of a new republic.  Historian Robert Gross points out that in 
the 1760s and 1770s, the residents of Concord were fighting among themselves not over 
British taxation, but over the maintenance of town amenities: "the local contentions had 
no relation to the colonial dispute with Britain; that subject came before the town only 
occasionally until 1774 and elicited only a mild response" (1976: 10).  When it came to 
socio-political interests, a New Englander typically thought first of his family, then of his 
town, and then the world beyond.  The example of Dedham shows that in some places, 
this order was complicated by the division of towns into precincts, which further split an 
individual's loyalties (Lockridge 1985: 116; see Chapter 4).  Miles away from the 
exchange of snowballs and musket balls, many New Englanders were truly on the fringes 
of revolutionary disputes, especially in the early phases of the struggle.  Yet the ebb and 
flow of politics and war eventually caught the entire region in their currents and forever 
changed the character of New England. 
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 Dedham, while far enough away from Boston to avoid the early spells of hostility, 
was no less enmeshed in the broader revolutionary narrative.  In the years leading up to 
the war, residents bickered over financial issues, debated the location of boundaries 
between Dedham and Stoughton, and saw the establishment of a fourth precinct, that of 
Springfield (Worthington 1827: 64).  The first glimpse of involvement in the era's major 
political disputes came in 1766, when Dedham sent Samuel Dexter to the Massachusetts 
General Court to communicate the town's revulsion for the Stamp Act (Worthington 
1827: 64).  Two years later, after "taking into consideration the critical state of public 
affairs," Dedham selected Nathaniel Summer and Richard Woodward to represent them 
at a political meeting in Boston (Worthington 1827: 65).  In 1770, the town voiced 
support for the boycott of foreign teas, posting a list of merchants whose wares were 
banned.  This boycott was reinforced in 1774, when Dedham's selectmen declared that 
"so many political evils are brought about by an unreasonable liking to tea . . . if any shall 
continue to use it while the act creating a duty thereon is in force, we shall consider it as a 
flagrant proof of their hostility to the liberties of the country, and of their own stupidity" 
(as quoted in Worthington 1827: 65).  At this time, the town was actively sending 
delegates throughout the Boston-area to meet and discuss with representatives from other 
areas (Worthington 1827: 65–66).  In all instances, the topic was rebellion. 
 Not all of Dedham's residents, however, were in favor of the separation from 
British hegemony.  Historian Erastus Worthington relates the story of Reverend William 
Clark, an Episcopal minister who offered aid and direction to two loyalists fleeing New 
England in the spring of 1777 (1827: 70).  Clark was labeled an enemy of the country and 
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was brought to trial in Boston, without legal counsel.  Although the tribunal declared that 
he had done no wrong other than offering sanctuary to troubled citizens, they demanded 
that he swear loyalty to the Commonwealth.  Clark refused and was imprisoned on a ship 
in Boston Harbor, where his health declined before he was eventually allowed to leave 
the country (Worthington 1827: 70–71).  Clark's narrative offers the reminder that the 
path to revolution was not straight nor was it traversed by all colonists; rather, the 
struggle with Britain was local, inconsistent, and contentious. 
 By 1775, Dedham had shifted from vocal protest to military preparations.  It was 
the town's responsibility to raise a militia, arm it with supplies and salary, and provide 
relief to those families affected by the war (Gross 1976: 133).  In March of 1775, 
Dedham's selectmen voted on various issues pertaining to the establishment, term, salary, 
and supply of the local militia (Worthington 1827: 66).  When the alarm was raised at 
Lexington, five companies and several squads marched from Dedham to join the fray.  
One Dedham man was killed and one injured (Mann 1847: 34).  Between 1775 and 1776, 
Dedham's first precinct (the central Dedham Village) sent 55 militiamen who participated 
in the conflict in locations as far away as northern New York and Canada (Worthington 
1827: 68). Two months later, in early May, the town determined that they would raise 
120 militiamen to stand at the ready and a committee was established to oversee arming 
the men (Worthington 1827: 66).  Finally, on May 27 of 1776, a meeting was called to 
"know the minds of the town about coming into a state of independency" (as quoted in 
Worthington 1827: 67).  Although the issue was postponed several times, a decision was 
soon reached that Dedham would support measures of independence from England.  Over 
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the course of the war, the town made efforts to enlist more volunteers, offering varying 
sums of money in compensation (Worthington 1827: 68–69).  Salary and supplies were 
secured by exacting war taxes on Dedham's residents, taxes which would, in similar 
fashion to those levied in many other New England towns, leave the citizens far poorer 
than they had been at the war's outset (Worthington 1827: 69–70; see below). 
 The Fairbanks family played a significant role in the militia effort.  The extended 
family's participation in this and later conflicts has been an enduring component of the 
Fairbanks identity (for example, Civil War armament belonging to various extended 
relatives is displayed currently in the Fairbanks House museum).  Forty-four Fairbanks 
men from nineteen towns responded to the Lexington alarm (Fairbanks 1897: 856–857).  
Twenty-five Fairbanks men from sixteen towns fought in the Battle of Bunker Hill and 
the British siege of Boston (Fairbanks 1897: 858–859).  Ten Fairbanks men were 
recorded as members of the Continental Army and many more participated in militia 
service in some capacity during the war, some serving multiple periods of enlistment 
(Fairbanks 1897: 858–866).  These statistics demonstrate the extent of the Fairbanks 
family's involvement in the American Revolution, but they also illustrate how far the 
Fairbanks name had been dispersed throughout Massachusetts and the rest of New 
England.  Four generations after Jonathan and Grace brought their family to Dedham, the 
Fairbanks extended family had spread out like so many other early families, radiating 
further and further away from their ancestral homestead. 
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 If we narrow our focus from Fairbanks men generally to those who lived in the 
Fairbanks House or in Dedham at some point in their lives, we see that New England 
militias truly were "a network of family and friends" (Eames 2011: 157).  Brother stood 
beside brother: Israel and Benjamin Fairbanks marched together to answer the Lexington 
alarm (Fairbanks 1897: 856–857).  Their brothers Samuel and Ebenezer also spent time 
in the militia during the war (Fairbanks 1897: 856–866).  Age was of little consequence: 
when the militia marched to Lexington, Israel Fairbanks, 52 years old, traveled alongside 
his son, Israel Fairbanks Jr., 21 years old, and his nephew, Ebenezer Fairbanks Jr., 17 
years old (Fairbanks 1897: 856–857).  Men who were once neighbors became members 
of the same unit.  These community ties were especially important in selecting offices 
(Eames 2011: 157).  For example, the captain of Ebenezer Fairbanks Jr.'s regiment at 
Lexington was Aaron Fuller, a Dedham man who had sold Ebenezer Fairbanks Sr. land in 
Cedar Swamp in 1772 (Fairbanks 1897: 856–857; NCRD, 142: 125).  Participation in 
militia service was therefore deeply personal, which only increased the war's emotional 
toll. 
 And the toll was undoubtedly brutal.  Exact figures of the war's casualties are 
hindered by a lack of detailed records, but most estimates place the number around 
25,000 (Shy 1990: 249).  Approximately one-third of the total deceased perished during 
battle.  Another one-third died as prisoners of war aboard British ships or in British 
prisons.  The final one-third of the casualties resulted from diseases that ravaged the 
weak and wounded (Shy 1990: 249).  These enumerations only take into account those 
who died during the war; some have chosen to define "casualties" as those men who were 
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killed or seriously injured, which increased approximations to include roughly 50,000 
individuals (Shy 1990: 250). 
 In addition to robbing families of their loved ones' lives or faculties, the 
Revolution also robbed many of their finances.  As historian John W. Shy writes, "death 
was only the most severe kind of impact felt in the Revolutionary War" (1990: 249–250).  
The costs of raising and supplying armies, coupled with rapid inflation from stacks of 
newly-printed money, drove many towns and their citizens into destitution (Gross 1976: 
140–141).  Although some farmers could capitalize on the rising prices of food by 
generating a surplus to take to market, this agricultural success was complicated by the 
lack of available labor.  War took men from their homes and away from the fields; 
families sold off livestock or put them to pasture for longer periods of time (thereby 
minimizing the work of tending to them) (Gross 1976: 142–143).  In all parts of New 
England, the war exhausted land and people alike.  Dedham was no exception.  In 1780, 
the town had trouble collecting taxes because of the near-constant inflation.  Citizens 
were ordered to pay their taxes in hard currency, as opposed to goods or crops, and were 
offered a two shilling per pound deduction if they paid on time (Worthington 1827: 69).  
Dedham's credit was so bad that when seeking beef from a supplier to feed the militia 
they had raised, the selectmen were required to sign an agreement stipulating a 20 percent 
penalty for late payment (Worthington 1827: 69).  Records of supplies commissioned 
from Dedham's citizens in 1781 and 1782 reveal the types of goods residents were 
expected to produce and the degree to which the Continental currency was inflated 
(Mann 1847: 57–58).  For example, Nathaniel Summer was paid nearly 21 pounds for 7 
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blankets, 16 shirts, and 16 pairs of stockings; as a means of comparison, Ebenezer 
Fairbanks Sr. paid 18 pounds for six acres of upland and meadow in 1767 (Mann 1847: 
58; NCRD, 142: 122; the town records did not stipulate whether these figures were given 
in Massachusetts pounds or pounds sterling).  While cloth and clothing were always 
valuable in the colonial period, rare was the textile (or stack of textiles) that could equal a 
plot of useful agricultural land.  The Revolution came at a great price for all involved, but 
with the sacrifice of blood, resources, and comforts came a new, independent republic 
and a society that looked very different than that of the pre-war colonies. 
 
Post-Revolutionary New England 
 There is no doubt that the struggle for independence had left the American 
colonies battered and poor.  In central and western Massachusetts, disputes over fiscal 
policies turned violent as farmers harassed, beat, and burned the property of merchants, 
sheriffs, and court officials in an attempt to enact change in their increasingly desperate 
financial and political condition (Szatmary 1980; Gross 1993; Richards 2002).  In 1786, 
during what was known as Shay's Rebellion (named after Daniel Shays, a Revolutionary 
War veteran and participant in the uprising), thousands of men took up arms to fight what 
they perceived to be systems of taxation and currency regulation slanted against the rural 
sector of society (Szatmary 1980; Brooke 1989; Gross 1993; Richards 2002).  Though the 
rebellion was quickly quelled, it signaled a broader concern over how the new nation's 
economy would recover from the throes of wartime debt and inflation. 
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 In the years that followed, however, recovery did finally begin.  After the 
ratification of the Constitution in 1789, which effectively sealed the former colonies 
together under the banner of nationhood, trade increased and the country's economic 
trajectory shifted upwards (Gross 1976: 171).  Much of this improvement can be tied to 
Europe's military turmoil during the late 18th and early 19th centuries, which positioned 
Americans as "merchants to the world—the indispensable middlemen for everything 
from Jamaican sugar to Mocha coffee to Sumatran pepper" (Gross 1976: 171).  Farmers 
could exploit markets that were expanding more rapidly than ever and throughout New 
England, large manufacturing industries emerged to produce textiles, shoes, hats, and 
ships (Lombard 2003: 172).  Many citizens of the new republic were able to exploit the 
market explosion and climb the social ladder in a matter of years.  With these 
opportunities came a newfound sense of ambition, a trait that was generally scorned as 
dishonorable or even dangerous in the pre-Revolutionary colonies (Opal 2008: viii–xi).  
As Gross writes, "men were beginning to sense that they could make their own world—
that just as they had waged a revolution, broken with the past, and formed a new 
government, so they could start afresh in all their affairs" (1976: 172). 
 With a sense of optimism came new opportunities for some members of society.  
As mechanization improved, factories emerged on the countryside in significant numbers 
after the second quarter of the 19th century, bringing workers by the thousands and 
creating towns that seemed to grow up overnight (e.g., Kulik et al. 1982; Beaudry and 
Mrozowski 1987a, 1987b, 1989; Zonderman 1992; Dublin 1993).  Many factory workers 
were young women who left their towns to earn money for themselves and their families.  
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Many small shops were replaced by larger industrial operations that could produce more 
goods for cheaper prices; some skilled artisans saw their talents replaced by machines 
and unskilled laborers (Larkin 1988: 59).  Work rhythms were more regular for those 
who left the plow as they were no longer dictated by seasonality, but their work was no 
less exhausting.  For most workers, factory life meant long hours and difficult working 
conditions (Larkin 1988: 60–61). 
 Industry had made modest inroads into Dedham prior to the first quarter of the 
19th century.  In 1799, the Columbian Minerva, a Dedham-based newspaper, published a 
portrait of Dedham's first parish ("Geographic Description" 1799: 4).  Included among 
the remarks was a description of the town's industrial sites, including two grist mills, two 
saw mills, a wire factory, several paper mills, and "a number of Chocolate-Mills" 
("Geographic Description" 1799: 4).  The article also mentioned a number of artisans 
working in the town, including carpenters, a blacksmith, a painter, a wheelwright, a 
chaise-maker, a tanner, a cooper, a saddler, and a harness-trimmer ("Geographic 
Description" 1799: 4).  We can compare this brief report to Worthington's 1827 
description of property in Dedham.  The latter list included many of the same factories 
mentioned by the Columbian Minerva, with the addition of multiple wool factories, two 
cotton mills, two more saw mills (for a total of four), a plow factory, five factories that 
produced chaises and carriages, and one factory that made parts for other factories 
(Worthington 1827: 128).  Worthington's assessment shows that many occupations 
previously held by artisans were replaced by, or expanded into, factories.  Worthington 
attributed Dedham's growth in the early 19th century, with populations increasing from 
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1,659 in 1790 to 3,057 in 1830, to the increase in industrial labor (Worthington 1827: 
128; Mann 1847: 72). 
 While industrial life offered new possibilities for some, many more continued 
their traditional agricultural existence into the 19th century.  Historian Jack Larkin 
estimates that in 1800, four-fifths of American families farmed for themselves or others, 
a figure that decreased slightly to two-thirds by 1840 (Larkin 1988: 13).  If we examine 
an 1833 map of Dedham, we see clusters of occupation in Dedham Village and along 
High Street in West Dedham, as well as a slight concentration in South Dedham (Figure 
6–1).  Yet between these three "centers," there were vast stretches of acreage—it appears 
that despite its industrial growth, Dedham remained a predominantly agricultural 
community.  Notwithstanding the sense of optimism that arose in some sectors after the 
Revolutionary War, the average New England farmer faced a number of challenging 
realities.  The pressures of population growth were increasing and would only continue to 
do so as 19th century America became the destination of wave after wave of international 
immigrants.  The influx of people catalyzed a chain reaction of decreases in available 
land, increases in mobility amongst younger generations, and a steady rise in the cost of 
hired labor (see Larkin 1988).  The situation Brian Donahue describes in late 18th-
century Concord was analogous to that of many other New England towns: parents 
struggled to establish a competency that would enable them to settle their children within 
the town (2003: 197–198).  Rare was the family whose children all remained in their 
hometown; in the average Concordian family, only one son settled in town while the 
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others headed for the frontier and its readily available acreage (Donahue 2004: 198).  In 
other words, "the old world of the yeoman was pushing its limits" (Donahue 2004: 220). 
 Yet the New England farmer was no fool—he and his family adapted as best they 
could to their changing surroundings.  As more children left home, parents hired local 
help so they could rely less on a large family labor pool (Donahue 2004: 225).  Many 
farmers also tried to improve the unity between their agricultural practices and their 
environment.  In many locations, families decreased grain production in favor of potato 
Figure 6–1: Detail of Dedham, circa 1833, from a map of Boston created by John G. 
Hales.  Insets depict, from top, Dedham Village, West Dedham, and South Dedham 
(Figure by author, from Hales map). 
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cultivation, opting instead to import wheat flour from other states (Donahue 2004: 227).  
Prior to the second quarter of the 19th century, this was not a dramatic reversal in 
generations of tradition, but rather a slight alteration in focus towards the marketplace.  It 
was not until roughly 1825 that farmers directed their attention almost entirely to market 
economics.  During this period, a drastic shift occurred towards fodder production to feed 
urban horses and western and southern cattle (Donahue 2004: 228).  This shift was 
marked by stark increases in the cultivation of upland hay and the removal of large 
swathes of woodland to make way for pasture and meadow (Donahue 2004: 228).  Many 
New England families purchased much of what they needed to live, turning their 
agricultural enterprises outward.  Put plainly, as Donahue does, "agricultural capitalism 
had arrived" (2004: 228). 
 Dedham farmers did their best to adapt to the demographic changes, 
experimenting with new agricultural practices.  Worthington notes that in the early 19th 
century, Massachusetts farmers made a concerted effort to reintroduce large-scale wheat 
cultivation, but were once again frustrated by blights (1827: 139).  He also cites several 
farmers who had success planting swamps and lowlands with potatoes and then grasses, 
writing that "ten years of experience have now shown that lands of this kind, when 
properly cultivated, are the most valuable mowing lands in town" (1827: 139).  Finally, 
Worthington relates a number of instances in which farmers tried to use gypsum to enrich 
their fields, but admits that he had never heard any positive remarks about the practice 
(1827: 139).  In addition to these experiments, Worthington offers some recommended 
practices, such as mixing gravel and loam into meadows to help them bear better grasses 
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or burning clay to use as a fertilizer (1827: 141).  These examples demonstrate that 
Dedham farmers, and the historians who profiled them, continued to refine their 
relationship with the land.  They attempted to maximize the productive output of their 
landholdings, which were increasingly threatened by encroaching neighbors and a highly 
mobile population. 
 The new socio-economic environment in which New England families found 
themselves had profound effects best seen on the household and individual scales.  As the 
republic's economy recovered and entered a new era of prosperity, the separation between 
public and private worlds began to widen (Lombard 2003: 172).  Increasingly, male 
members of the household stepped out of the home and into the marketplace.  It was there 
that they found definition through competition and the creation of public personas 
(Wilson 1999:188).  A man's usefulness to his family and community was still valued, 
but his skill in capitalist endeavors gradually became more important to his identity—the 
"self-made" man was idealized (Wilson 1999: 188).  In contrast, women came to be 
viewed as a home's moral center; they alone were believed to be capable of raising 
children in a pure and honorable fashion.  Women played a crucial role in the household's 
economic production via a complicated regimen of household manufacturers, but their 
moral character began to take on a new light in the post-Revolutionary period (McMurry 
1988; Ulrich 1991).  This shift in values was part of a larger transference that saw virtue 
move from men and their supposedly inherent rationality to women and their capacity for 
love and empathy (Lombard 2003: 173). 
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 With virtue did not come independence.  The redefinition of gender roles further 
cemented women into the domestic sphere, charging them with the complicated duty of 
guiding children from infancy to young adulthood (Lombard 2003: 173).  This did not 
mean that women lacked the ability to affect change outside of the home while operating 
within it, especially in the years leading up to the Revolutionary War.  During this period, 
women were integral to shaping the role of tea in political dissention.  The drink, and the 
social gatherings in which it was consumed, became a point of controversy as British and 
colonial governments battled over tea tariffs.  Historian Mary Beth Norton has argued 
that the 18th-century tea table became a forum for protest as women and their friends 
shared domestic tea instead of the British-imported alternatives (2011: 174).  Similarly, 
historian Carol Berkin has outlined the many roles women played during the 
Revolutionary War, from active protest and political work to supporting their families 
while their husbands and sons were on the battlefields (2005).  The ostensibly simple and 
commonplace act of making homespun textiles took on political significance during 
wartime.  The liberty achieved through revolution caused many to reflect on women's 
roles within the new society; these were the individuals who would raise the next 
generation of patriots.  But this increased importance was in many ways stunting.  
Women were virtuous, pure, patriotic, and expected to remain within the home while the 
men of household navigated the public, economic realm (Berkin 2005: 156). 
 This public/private divide was not a strict dichotomy.  In many ways, both 
genders crossed the boundary between spheres regularly.  Courtship took on a very public 
component as men were expected to woo women and earn their love through courtship 
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(in contrast to 17th-century notions of simply "finding a helpmeet") (Lombard 2003: 
175–176).  The process was complex: "women tested the depths of men's affections, and 
in the process created more intense romantic and sentimental ties that would help to 
ensure their suitors' continued commitment over the course of a marriage" (Lombard 
2003: 176).  Once married, fathers were supposed to sustain the family economically, 
providing a future for their children and training them for a life of labor.  Men expected 
to receive help from their wives and hoped to receive love.  Within the home, men were 
understood to have the upper hand socially and financially, while women guided the 
household morally, but men clearly fretted about this relationship.  Nowhere were their 
concerns over domestic power more clearly expressed than in the "shame of henpeckery" 
(Irvin 2011: 211).  The insult of the henpecked husband, a poor sot beaten down by the 
demands of his wife, was commonly leveled against men by their political opponents as a 
means of challenging their manhood.  However, a man who wielded his domestic power 
too ruthlessly was often accused of abuse.  As Irvin writes, "respectable marital manhood 
thus compelled men to walk a fine and rigidly self-regulated line" (2011: 210).  Thus the 
maintenance of men's and women's gender identities required a degree of cooperation 
from both parties, both within the home and outside of it. 
 
Ebenezer Fairbanks Sr. (1732–1812) and Prudence Farrington (1738–1815) 
Land Acquisitions 
 Ebenezer Fairbanks Sr. was born in Dedham on September 26, 1732, the seventh 
child and fifth son of Joseph II and Abigail Fairbanks (Hill 1888: 46; Fairbanks 1897: 
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58).  He lived in the Fairbanks House and helped the family operate the farmstead.  When 
Ebenezer Sr. was 18 years old, his mother passed away and when he was in his early 20s, 
his father died, leaving his estate to son Joseph III.  In 1755, Joseph III (age 38) sold the 
property to his brothers, John (age 37), Israel (age 32), Samuel (age 27), and Ebenezer Sr. 
(age 24) (SCRD, 92: 90–91).  The estate included ten tracts of land totaling 
approximately 113 acres spread out across Dedham and the surrounding area.  The largest 
portion of the estate was the homestead plot, which consisted of 46 acres of upland, 
meadow, and swamp stretching from Wigwam Pond to a point on the eastern side of East 
Street (SCRD, 92: 90).  The estate also included eight acres of upland located in the area 
of Low Plain, east of Dedham Village.  The brothers received four different plots of 
swampland in Purgatory Swamp (22 acres), Wigwam Swamp Plain (2.25 acres), and half 
of two tracts of "Cedar Swamp Land" in Walpole (the two halves totaled roughly 1.63 
acres).  The remaining four tracts of land were of an unidentified type: one was located 
on Low Plain (5 acres), one was near South Meadow (12 acres), and the other two were 
identified only as lying somewhere in Dedham (17 acres total).  Soon after selling his 
father's estate to his brothers, Joseph III and his family moved to Wrentham, MA, leaving 
the siblings to sort out the details (Fairbanks 1897: 84). 
 The acquisition of a portion of Joseph II's estate was the first of many land 
allotments negotiated by Ebenezer Sr.  In December 1756, just over a year after acquiring 
partial ownership of his father's estate, Ebenezer Sr. married Dedham-native Prudence 
Farrington, who was then 18 years old (Fairbanks 1897: 87; Hill 1888: 50).  The couple 
had their first child, Ebenezer Jr., two years later.  Prudence opted to become an official 
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member of the church on the same day that Ebenezer Jr. was baptized; parents were often 
encourage to renew their covenants when sacraments were administered (Hill 1888: 63, 
84; Hambrick-Stowe 1982: 130).  Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence's desire for land grew as 
their family grew—they understood that in the crowded environment of eastern 
Massachusetts, they needed to acquire the means to provide for their children's futures.  
Ultimately, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence had six children: Ebenezer Jr., Prudence (b. 
1760), William (b. 1762), Joshua (b. 1768), Abner (b. 1774), and Jason (b. 1780) 
(Fairbanks 1897: 87–88).  Mere months after the birth of his daughter, Prudence, the 
Ebenezer Sr. gave J. Nathaniel Farrington £37 6s 8d for six acres of upland and swamp 
on the western side of East Street (SCRD, 104: 72).  In 1763, one year after the birth of 
William Fairbanks, Ebenezer Sr. purchased ten acres of land on Wigwam Plain from 
John Fuller Jr. for the sum of 40 pounds (SCRD, 104: 73).  These purchases, and those 
that follow, seem to indicate that Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence recognized that one-quarter 
of Joseph III's estate (roughly 28 acres if split evenly among the four siblings) would not 
suffice if they hoped to secure a competency and provide even a modest future for their 
children. 
 In February of 1764, nine years after they had purchased their father's property, 
John (age 46), Israel (age 41), Samuel (age 36), and Ebenezer Sr. (age 32) reached an 
agreement to transfer ownership of the estate from four brothers to two.  The transfer 
effort was recorded in a series of deeds that show the portions received by John, Samuel, 
and Ebenezer Sr. (SCRD, 106: 224; 103: 8; 104: 72).  In the first of these records, Israel, 
Samuel, and Ebenezer Sr. ceded ownership of four tracts of land to their brother, John 
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(SCRD, 106: 224).  John received 29.75 acres of unidentified land at "dourings place 
lying near South meadow," 2.5 acres at the "southerly end of Clapboard tree lot," 2 acres 
of swampland in Wigwam Plain Swamp, and a plot in Purgatory Swamp identified as "lot 
No. Ten" (SCRD, 106: 224).  John had likely moved to Dedham's "South Parish" (the 
area of what is now known as Norwood) sometime in 1751; he appeared for the last time 
in the First Parish tax lists in 1751 and his death was recorded in the South Parish church 
records in 1794 (Dedham Tax Records, 1751: 3; Hill 1888: 191).  Thus the brothers made 
the logical decision to distribute land in the southerly part of Dedham to John. 
 The second and third records divided the homestead between Samuel and 
Ebenezer Sr. down to the smallest detail, and also gave each a numbered lot in Purgatory 
Swamp (number eleven for Samuel and number eight for Ebenezer Sr.) (SCRD, 103: 8; 
104: 72).  It is unclear what Israel received from the agreement as no deeds have been 
located that definitively identify his portion.  If we subtract the lands granted to John, 
Samuel, and Ebenezer Sr. from the original 1755 sale from Joseph III to the four brothers, 
we are left with 13 acres in the area of Low Plain and the two half-tracts in Walpole 
(roughly 1.63 acres).  Perhaps this was Israel's share, possibly along with other goods or 
services not specified in the deeds.  The remaining question concerns the origins of John's 
2.5 acres in the Clapboardtrees area.  This may have been part of a grant for services 
rendered sometime between 1755 and 1764, or the brothers may have requested the land 
from the town for the purpose of replacing the clapboards of the Fairbanks House (the 
land was named in the 17th century for its trees used for wooden siding; Mann 1847: 
127). 
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 The division of the Fairbanks homestead between Samuel and Ebenezer Sr. is 
intriguing because the brothers took great pains to delineate exactly which portions of the 
property belonged to each man.  The land was cut into northern and southern halves 
(Ebenezer Sr. received the former and Samuel received the latter) and every building 
included in the estate was similarly divided (Figure 6–2).  According to the deed, Samuel 
was given the following parts (SCRD, 103: 8): 
the Easterly lower Room and bedroom, the Easterly end of the Lentow as 
far as the fourth joist with the Chamber over the same, the Westerly 
Chamber and Garret[,] the Southwesterly bedroom and half the Cellar 
with the liberty of the oven and liberty of passing to and from the 
premises, the Easterly half of the barn, the Southerly half of the Corn barn, 
and Westerly half of the old house with liberty of carting hay over the  
abovesaid Ebenezer Fairbanks land as hath been usual . . .  
For his part, Ebenezer received the following portions of the estate's buildings (SCRD, 
104: 72): 
the Westerly lower Room, and Westerly end of the Lentow as far as the 
fourth joist (from the Easterly end) with the Chamber over the same, the 
Northwesterly bedroom with the Chamber over the same, together with 
the entryway leading to said bedroom, the Easterly chamber and garret and 
half the Cellar, with liberty of the well and passing to the same, with yard 
room for wood […?] on the Southside the house thirty feet square, 
measuring from the Southwesterly corner of the house, the westerly half of 
the barn; the Northerly half of the Corn barn and Easterly half of the old 
house, with liberty of passing from the house to the barn and liberty of 
carting hay over the abovesaid Samuel Fairbanks land as hath been  
usual . . . 
 A number of puzzling questions arise from these detailed descriptions.  The first 
concerns the presence of a second dwelling house on the property.  Both deeds mention 
halves of a structure identified as "the old house."  Our initial response to this label might 
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be to assume that the "old house" in question was the original Fairbanks House and the 
meticulously described and divided building was some later structure.  The delineated 
rooms, however, appear to match the Fairbanks House as it existed in the mid-18th 
century.  We can speculate, as Abbott Lowell Cummings does, that the "Easterly lower 
Room and bedroom, [and] the Easterly end of the Lentow" included in Samuel's 
allotment referred to the parlor, an eastern portion of the lean-to that had been sub-
divided and converted into a bedroom, and the eastern part of the leftover lean-to space 
(Cummings 2003: 22; see Figure 6–2).  The remaining rooms refer to the hall ("Westerly 
lower Room"), hall and parlor chambers ("Westerly" and "Easterly chamber"), and rooms 
in a sub-divided western addition ("Southwesterly bedroom," "Northwesterly bedroom," 
and chamber). 
Figure 6–2: Hypothetical floorplan of the Fairbanks House and map of the house's 
immediate surrounds showing the division of between Samuel (shown in red) and 
Ebenezer Sr. (shown in blue). Purple areas were open to both (Figure by author). 
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 This arrangement may have existed in deeds, but not in reality.  The division of 
place simply would have been difficult to maintain.  Samuel owned the eastern half of the 
house's first floor and would have to cross through the hall to enter his portion of the 
western addition.  Ebenezer Sr. would not have had to travel through Samuel's portion of 
the dwelling's interior, but outside of the house, he would regularly be required to move 
over his brother's land to access the well and the barn.  The language of the deed may 
have served to divide the property in a way that was deemed fair, but did not actually 
represent the way it was used.  Perhaps Samuel Fairbanks, who was 36 years old, 
married, and the father of four children at the time, was living elsewhere with his family 
and it was Ebenezer Sr., Prudence, and their three children (Ebenezer Jr., Prudence, and 
William; the couple's three youngest children had not yet been born) who resided in the 
ancestral homestead (Fairbanks 1897: 86).  While the agreement existed on paper (thus 
altering the landscapes intangible duration), the physical duration of the landscape 
remained unchanged. 
 Another question regarding the exchanges between the four brothers is if the 
detailed description concerns the Fairbanks House, what is the "old house"?  Perhaps it 
refers to a temporary dwelling that Jonathan, Grace, and their family built on the property 
to occupy while their house was being constructed.  Although it may have originally been 
designed to be temporary, it may have been converted into storage or used in some other 
capacity when it was no longer needed as a residence.  Perhaps the "old house" was a 
building whose construction post-dated that of the 17th-century house, but which fell out 
of use at some point and was thus referred to by the family as the old house.  A house that 
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might have fit this description could have been John and Sarah's house, which was 
erected on a plot of land adjacent to that of Jonathan and Grace.  Another possibility is 
that the cellar discovered during out 2009 excavation season was part of the so-called 
"old house."  Based on the material deposited inside the cellar after its disassembly, it is 
likely that the building was standing on the property at the time the estate was divided.  
Unfortunately further archaeological investigation in the area is complicated by the 
recently-installed parking lot. 
 Other questions surrounding the estate division relate to the size of the estate and 
the non-residential buildings listed in the deeds.  Both Samuel and Ebenezer Sr. were 
given half of the homestead; their halves were said to each encompass 26 acres of land 
(52 acres total).  When Joseph III sold the estate to his brothers, the homestead was 
measured at 46 acres.  Thus it appears that John, Israel, Samuel, and Ebenezer Sr. 
acquired an additional six acres of land adjacent to their homestead sometime between 
1755 and 1764.  It is unclear exactly how this land was acquired as no records of the 
grant or purchase have been found.1
                                                 
1 I acknowledge that land measurements may have been estimated in certain cases, but a 
difference of six acres likely represents more than an accounting error. 
  Regarding other buildings on the property, the 
records mention a barn and a corn barn, but unfortunately do not provide details 
regarding their locations.  The barn was probably somewhere south of the Fairbanks 
House because Ebenezer Sr., who was given the northern half of the property, was also 
given permission to travel between the house and the barn (see above).  The corn barn 
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may have been located on a plot away from the homestead because there are no 
specifications about either of the brothers crossing over the other's land to access it. 
 After receiving half of the family's homestead, Ebenezer Sr. continued to acquire 
property in Dedham, further augmenting his family's durational trajectories.  In 1766, he 
purchased twenty acres of upland and meadow from Samuel Bill for £96 13s 4p (SCRD, 
142: 120).  The exact site of the land is difficult to determine, but the deed specifies that 
it was bounded to the northwest by "land of sd
 The family's largest purchase came in 1769, when Ebenezer Sr. acquired the last 
portion of his father's estate by purchasing Samuel's half for £213 6s 8d (SCRD, 142: 
123).  Ebenezer Sr.'s wife, Prudence, had given birth to the couple's third son, Joshua, in 
1768, so the purchase may have been an attempt to finally secure complete ownership 
over the land the family was occupying (Fairbanks 1897: 87).  Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence 
wished to provide for their growing family's future, and the acquisition of the entire 
Fairbanks estate would help them to do so.  The deed of sale includes Samuel's "Twenty-
six acres of land with the barn, half the dwelling house and buildings thereon" (SCRD, 
 Ebenezer Fairbanks."  Based on the 
territory Ebenezer Sr. owned at this time, the plot purchased from Bill must have been 
located either along East Street, on Wigwam Plain, or adjacent to the Fairbanks 
homestead.  The following year, in 1767, Ebenezer Sr. bought six acres of upland and 
meadow from Benjamin Farrington for 18 pounds (SCRD, 142: 122).  This plot was 
bounded to the northeast by Ebenezer Sr.'s land, so it was also located in one of the three 
areas mentioned above. 
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142: 123, my emphasis).  The wording of this description seems to support the notion that 
the barn mentioned in the earlier consolidation was standing on the southern half of the 
homestead.  Evidently Samuel retained his plot in Purgatory Swamp.  Ebenezer Sr. made 
one final purchase before the colonies entered the Revolutionary War.  In 1772, he paid 
Aaron Fuller £40 16s for 17 acres of woodland "in Dedham in Cedar swamp brook" 
(SCRD, 142: 125).  This acquisition brought Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence's total 
landholdings to 105 acres of houselot, upland, swamp, meadow, and woodland.  These 
purchases, like those made prior to the consolidation of the Fairbanks estate, afforded 
Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence the ability to expand their agricultural operation, while also 
building a future for some of their children that would provide them a place in their 
hometown, away from the frontier life to which so many were forced. 
 By the time war with Britain was declared, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence's family 
included five children and a sizeable estate.  Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence had done their 
best to acquire land that could be passed to their sons, but their futures were now 
dependent on more than just plots of soil.  The parents watched their 18-year-old son, 
Ebenezer Jr., answer the Lexington Alarm and march alongside his friends, neighbors, 
and extended family (Fairbanks 1897: 856–857).  Ebenezer Sr. may have also served in 
the militia; he was 43 years old when the conflict began and an entry in the militia 
records show that an Ebenezer Fairbanks of Dedham enlisted on January 29, 1776 
(Fairbanks 1897: 862–863).  It is conceivable that this record was created for Ebenezer 
Jr.—the lack of a suffix could have been a clerical oversight, although two later entries 
identify "Ebenezer Fairbank" without a listed residence (Fairbanks 1897: 862–863).  
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Certainly son, and possibly father, fought with Dedham's militia, playing a small role in a 
much larger battle for independence. 
 The war did little to quell Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence's acquisition of land.  In 
1779, while the fighting still raged throughout the nation, Ebenezer Sr. purchased five 
acres of land in Dedham from Daniel Fisher for the sum of 205 pounds (SCRD, 142: 
126).  The type of land was not provided in the deed, but the high price was likely an 
indicator of both the land's quality and the inflation that resulted from the Revolutionary 
War.   Roughly one year after the struggle ended, Joseph Wight sold Ebenezer Sr. nearly 
seven acres of meadow in Stoughton for 92 pounds (SCRD, 155: 144).  One month later, 
Massachusetts levied a tax against its citizens (Massachusetts 1784 Tax Valuation).  As 
part of the tax, a census was taken and families' estates were assessed.  The Fairbanks 
family was identified as "Ebenr Fairbank & son" and their household was said to include 
11 inhabitants.  By this time, Ebenezer Jr. had married Mary Hammond in 1777 and the 
couple had three children (Fairbanks 1897: 156–157).  William Fairbanks, Ebenezer Sr. 
and Prudence's second son, had died in 1782 (Fairbanks 1897: 87).  This meant that the 
11 individuals living in the Fairbanks House were part of three generations: Ebenezer Sr. 
and Prudence; their unmarried children Prudence, Joshua, Abner, and Jason; Ebenezer Jr. 
and Mary; and their young children, Calvin, Prudence, and Sukey.  The tax valuation is 
also useful because it tells us that the family owned 110 acres of land, a single dwelling 
house, and two "other" buildings, one of which was identified as a barn (Massachusetts 
1784 Tax Valuation).  The family's land included 3 acres of tillage, 6 acres of "English 
and Upland Mowing," 12 acres of "Fresh Meadow," 31 acres of pasturage, 10 acres of 
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woodland, 24 acres of other unimproved land, and 24 acres of land deemed 
"unimproveable."  The assessment also revealed that the Fairbanks could produce 15 
barrels of cider annually and that they owned two horses above the age of three, two oxen 
above the age of four, eight cows (one two-year-old "neat," one three-year-old "neat," 
and six cows four years and older), one sheep or goat older than six months, and three 
pigs older than six months.  Of final note is that the family was not reported as owing 
debts to any non-governmental persons or agencies. 
 In the 12 years after the tax valuation, Ebenezer Sr. purchased five additional 
plots of land, one of which he sold less than a year after purchasing it.  The first 
transaction occurred in February of 1787, when William Smith sold Ebenezer Sr. 4.5 
acres and 29 rods (roughly 4.68 acres) of land in Dedham for 20 pounds (SCRD, 162: 
260).  In August of the same year, Ebenezer Sr. purchased ten acres of upland and swamp 
from Enoch Kingsbury for the sum of 60 pounds.  The tract was described as "lying in 
said Dedham on the South side of the Publick Road" (probably a reference to East Street) 
and bounded in varying directions by land belonging to Nathaniel Gay, Dr. John Sprague, 
Fisher Ames, Daniel Felton, and Ebenezer Battle (SCRD, 161: 17).  Nine months later, 
Ebenezer Sr. sold a plot with an identical description (ten acres, south of the public road, 
bounded by the same land owners) to Reuben Richards for 30 pounds (SCRD, 16: 45).  
The Fairbanks family did not own more than one plot of land matching that description, 
so it seems safe to assume that the acreage sold in 1788 was the same purchased less than 
a year earlier.  What happened in that nine month span to cause the land to lose 50% of 
its value?  Perhaps a season of heavy rains flooded the tract or a blight swept in a ruined 
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the land's potential for growth.  It is also possible that the sale to Richards was part of 
some sort of agreement between he and Ebenezer Sr. involving goods or services not 
outlined in the deed.  The record identifies Richards as a blacksmith, so Ebenezer Sr. may 
have sold him the tract at a discount in consideration of money owed or in anticipation of 
a future commission.  Finally, it could have been a simple case of overvaluing on 
Ebenezer Sr.'s part.  He may have paid too much for the land in 1787 and wanted to rid 
himself of the mistake in 1788.   
 If Ebenezer Sr. had made a mistake, the error did not give him pause when 
considering future deals.  Two deeds dating to May 14, 1789 and April 14, 1790 detail a 
sale of land from Samuel Dexter to Ebenezer Sr. (SCRD, 166: 47, 168: 266).  The deeds 
appear to concern the same plot of land: 16 acres on the western side of East Street, 
bounded by Narrow Lane and the land of John Whiting and Michael Metcalf.  Whereas 
the first deed measures the tract at 16 acres, the second lists it as 16.5 acres and 19 rods 
and also identifies it as formally belonging to the estate of Stephen Fales.  In both cases, 
Ebenezer Sr. paid 100 pounds for the land.  Although there are no notes in documents 
themselves or in the margins of the deed books that indicate the second record is an 
updated version of the first, it appears that the deeds describe the same tract.  Ebenezer 
Sr.'s penultimate land exchange came in 1796, when he bought two acres of land in 
Wigwam Swamp from Abner Fairbanks for 100 dollars (the shift from the British pound 
to U.S. currency had occurred by this time) (NCRD, 5: 180).  Ten years later, Ebenezer 
Sr. sold 24 acres of woodland to Eliphalet Colburn for $1,200 (NCRD, 23: 233).  
According to its description, the plot was partially bounded by a road leading to "Cedar 
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swamp brook" (i.e., the Great Cedar Swamp in Walpole).  The majority of this land was 
likely the 17 acres Ebenezer Sr. purchased in the same area from Aaron Fuller in 1772 
and the remaining 7 acres was probably land that was unidentified in previous deeds 
(SCRD, 142: 125).   
 After years of buying and selling territory throughout the Dedham area, Ebenezer 
Sr. and Prudence did not make any additional exchanges after 1806.  By this time, they 
had accumulated approximately 109.21 acres of land.  We might initially wonder why, 
after 46 years of acquiring land to secure their children's future, did the couple slow and 
then stop expanding their portfolio after the turn of the 19th century.  The decision was 
likely based a number of factors, each of which relate to the Fairbanks' relationship to 
and cognizance of the durational trajectories of their family and their landscape.  The first 
factor was that Ebenezer Jr. had begun making deals of his own.  After making his first 
purchase in 1792, Ebenezer Jr. would continue his activity in the local real estate market, 
much like his father had done (see below; NCRD, 175: 12).  As Ebenezer Jr. began to 
alter his own trajectories to provide for his own family, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence could 
worry less about their firstborn son and focus on their other children.  The other major 
factor was that the futures of their other children were essentially decided by this time.  
Eldest daughter Prudence married for the second time in the late 18th century (Fairbanks 
1897: 87).  William had died in 1782 and youngest sons Abner and Jason would both 
pass away in 1801 (Fairbanks 1897: 87–88).  The only remaining child, Joshua, died in 
Lewiston, New York in 1853; it is possible that he had already decided to leave his 
ancestral home for the northern frontier by turn of the 19th century (Fairbanks 1897: 87).  
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He was definitely living in New York when Ebenezer Sr.'s 1803 will was written; the 
document specifies that Joshua should receive a share of the family pew in the meeting 
house should he "return to settle in the first Parish in Dedham" (NCPR, Docket #6441).  
With a sizable estate constructed and without many children who would depend on them 
for an established future, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence could work the land they owned and 
stop the expansion process. 
 If we look deeper into Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence's land purchases, some 
discernible patterns emerge.  In terms of land types specified in the deeds of sale, the 
couple kept a reasonably diverse portfolio, with an emphasis on swampland and meadow 
(Figure 6–3).  Plots of these types comprised as much as 62 percent of their estate 
between 1755 and 1764, never falling below 41 percent in the years to follow.  This early 
focus on fodder-yielding territory indicates that the family was capable of feeding their 
own livestock and possibly cultivating a surplus of hay for sale at market.  None of the 
deeds associated with Ebenezer Sr.'s land acquisitions mentions fields or tillage 
explicitly, but the family's upland and likely part of the homelot was probably devoted to 
tillage.  The largest portion of their remote lands consisted of 17 acres of woodland near 
Walpole that Ebenezer Sr. bought in 1772 and later sold in 1806 (SCRD, 142: 125).  This 
may be evidence of a precursor to the rising interest in and prices of woodland that 
Donahue attributes to the second quarter of the 18th century (2004: 227–228).  If hay 
production doubled and forests were reduced dramatically by 1825, then these shifts must 
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have had antecedents.  Ebenezer Sr. may have been trying to secure a profit for his family 
by capitalizing on increasing woodland prices.  This sale also helped to offset a large 
purchase of land near the homestead made by Ebenezer Jr. in the weeks prior (see 
below). 
 The Fairbanks men did have to travel to work their fields, but the distances are 
telling.  Although Ebenezer Sr. and his sons worked several plots throughout Dedham 
and the surrounding area, most of their land was concentrated within a relatively short 
Figure 6–3: Types of land owned by Ebenezer Sr. at various periods, displayed as 
percentages (one block equals one percent).  Portions of land shown in halves were 
described as a particular type of land (e.g., upland) that were located outside of the 
Dedham Village area (Figure by author). 
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distance from the homestead (Figure 6–4).  This distribution contrasts with that of 
Jonathan and Grace Fairbanks' land during the 17th century (see Figure 4–5).  Whereas 
the latter couple cultivated land they received through grants given by the town, Ebenezer 
Sr. and Prudence explicitly targeted plots near their homelot for purchase.  In doing so, 
they established a nucleus of properties to which the family could travel quickly and 
efficiently. 
Alterations to the Fairbanks Homestead 
 Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence Fairbanks altered the family's durations at home, as 
well as in the fields—they were responsible for some of the most significant alterations to 
the ancestral homestead made in generations.  According to family tradition, the first of 
these changes, the addition of an eastern wing, came sometime after Ebenezer Jr. married 
in 1777 and moved his bride into the house (Fairbanks 1897: 157).  This may have been 
the case; the 1784 tax valuation lists "Ebenr Fairbank & Son," a household which 
consisted of 11 individuals (Massachusetts 1784 Tax Valuation).  Sixteen years later, the 
1800 federal census again indentified the home's heads as "Ebenezer Fairbanks & Son," 
this time listing 13 residents (National Archives, M32, #18/138).  The latter household 
included Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence, and their unmarried sons Abner and Jason, as well 
as Ebenezer Jr. and Mary, and their children Prudence, Sukey Davis, William, Mary, 
Sarah, Nancy, and Joshua (Fairbanks 1897: 87–88, 156–157).  With so many family 
members living under one roof, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence may have decided that an 
expansion was necessary.  
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  Figure 6–4: Map of 
Fairbanks landholdings 
at three different 
periods (from top): 
1764, 1784, and 1806. 
Dots indicate separate 
tracts with relative 
acreage shown by dot 
size. Land types are 
indicated by color: pink 
is homelot; brown is 
field; dark green is 
meadow/swamp; yellow 
is pasturage; light green 
is upland; purple is 
woodland; green is 
unidentified/remote land 
(Figure by author). 
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 The architectural phasing of the Fairbank House's eastern addition is complex.  It 
began as two separate structures that were attached to one another, and then moved and 
attached to the dwelling (Cummings 2003: 26–27).  The first building, comprising the 
easternmost end of the existing addition, was a small, one-and-a-half story structure 
measuring roughly 2.5×4.75m (8×16 ft).  At some point, a second building was attached 
to the western end of the first.  Once combined, the resulting building was completed 
with a pitched roof (Cummings 2003: 27).  A window was then cut into the structure's 
north wall, only to be blocked up by a later chimney.  The final change to the eastern 
addition was the reconfiguration of the pitched roof to a gambrel roof (Cummings 2003: 
27–28).  Cummings has speculated that the first series of alterations—combining the two 
structures, cutting a new window, and attaching the new building to the house—could 
have comprised "a single operation" (2003: 28).  The addition of the fireplace may have 
occurred later as a means of making the new addition more hospitable.  Whatever the 
case, it seems evident that the introduction of the eastern wing was not a straightforward 
process, but was instead a matter of creativity, experimentation, and adaptation. 
 Perhaps not surprisingly given its complicated history, the fabrication and 
installation of the eastern addition leaves the modern observer with a final query 
concerning the original locations and functions of the two structures combined to make 
the addition.  Unfortunately, there is little that can be said about them.  Cummings argues 
that the easternmost building was likely "occupational" or "non-domestic" because there 
is no evidence for an attached chimney or chimney bay (2003: 27).  There is no 
documentary record of either half of the eastern addition.  The 1784 tax valuation, in its 
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tabulation of a property's outbuildings beyond shops, tanneries, slaughterhouses, 
distilleries, potash works, warehouses, mills, ironworks and furnaces, only recorded "all 
other Buildings" valued at more than £5 (Massachusetts 1784 Tax Valuation).  The 
Fairbanks were said to have one building on their property matching that description, 
which could have been repurposed to form a portion of the eastern addition.  Perhaps the 
two structures used to make the addition were either worth less than £5 or they were 
purchased and moved from off-site. 
 Sometime after they commissioned the eastern addition, Ebenezer Sr. and 
Prudence also decided to make several more major changes.  First, they extended the 
original parlor and parlor chamber eastward and added the small entry on the house's 
southern side that leads directly into the eastern addition (Cummings 2003: 29–30).  
Cummings places this work at the turn of the 19th century based on the presence of early 
machine-cut nails dating to 1790–1810 found in the finish trim of the extended parlor 
(Cummings 2003: 29).  Based on various framing elements in the parlor and eastern 
extension, Cummings asserts that the expansion of the parlor and parlor chamber "has to 
be subsequent to" the addition of the eastern wing (Cummings 2003: 29).  Second, the 
family opted to replace windows in the parlor, hall, and east chamber sometime around 
1800 (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 50–51).  In each room, the window frames 
were enlarged and eight-over-eight or six-over-six sash windows were installed.  Third, 
based on archaeological material found during the 2009 and 2010 field seasons, it appears 
that Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence chose to build the cobble-floored outbuilding to the north 
of the house sometime around the turn of the 19th century (see above).  The structure was 
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likely used for multiple purposes, including storage, farm-related tasks, and housing for 
the family's various carts and wagons. 
 The next significant alteration, the installation of a new western addition, is 
somewhat more difficult to date.  When the Preservation Partnership team excavated 
around the addition's foundations, they located a builder's trench that they used to date the 
western wing's construction to roughly 1815, shortly after Ebenezer Sr.'s death in 1812 
(Bower 1977: 18).  Cummings questions this date on the basis of the feature's 
archaeological integrity (see above), the addition's architectural hardware, and the 
Fairbanks family's 19th-century history (2003: 30–35).  The hardware, he argues, would 
be "stylistically backward for the Federal period" (2003: 31).  Specifically, and 
convincingly, Cummings points to the fact that whereas the household was large prior to 
Ebenezer Sr.'s death (and thus may have necessitated an expansion beyond the eastern 
addition), it had lost all but five members to marriage, death, or dispersal by 1816 (2003: 
32).  Thus, Cummings assigns an approximate date of 1800 for the addition of the 
western wing (2003: 31). 
 It may be possible to resolve the differences between Bower and Cummings' 
assessments of the western addition's origins.  According to Bower, of the artifacts 
discovered in the extension's builder's trench, the latest type found were various 
decorated pearlware vessels (1977: 18).  She writes that "all of these are early pearlwares, 
made in the 1790–1800 period and certainly not much after 1810" (Bower 1977: 18).  It 
is possible that the decorated vessels Bower and her team discovered, such as early 
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polychrome hand-painted pearlwares and Rococo-inspired shell-edged pearlwares, were 
produced during the earlier periods of the decoration's popularity, rather than the later 
periods (see Miller 2000: 12).  We can then look to a document that Cummings mentions, 
but does not emphasize: Ebenezer Sr.'s will (NCPR, Docket #6441).  This document, 
which I will discuss in more detail below, distributed portions of Ebenezer Sr.'s estate 
among his wife, children, and grandchildren, with the bulk of his estate promised to 
eldest son Ebenezer Jr.  What is significant about this record is that it was written in 
1803, nine years before Ebenezer Sr. passed away.  In the two years prior to the 
completion of his will, Ebenezer Sr. had seen his family shrink as youngest sons Abner 
and Jason and eldest grandson Calvin died (Fairbanks 1897: 88, 157).  These grim 
proceedings may have driven Ebenezer Sr. to create his will.  By making his intentions 
known to his family well in advance of his death (assuming he did not spend the nine 
years in an infirm condition), Ebenezer Sr. may have been attempting to keep his estate, 
and his immediate family, rooted in Dedham.  Once the homestead was promised to him, 
perhaps Ebenezer Jr. requested his father, or took it upon himself, to continue the 
expansion of the homestead.  He likely had the capital to invest in the house; between 
1792 and 1799, he purchased five plots of land in the Dedham area (SCRD, 175: 12; 
NCRD, 1: 2; 5: 37; 8: 46; 8: 208). 
 A new addition built during this period could have also had other social functions.  
The western wing was unheated, which meant it may have been used for storage or as 
sleeping quarters for seasonal laborers.  Ebenezer Jr. may have desired the additional 
space so he could relocate evidence of the family's farm labor to an area out of average 
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visitor's view.  This possibility recalls the Bixby family's decision to update their house in 
preparation for the their daughters' impending courtship (see above; Stachiw and Small 
1989).  In 1803, Ebenezer Jr. had four daughters ranging in age from 13 to 22.  The 
western wing may have been part of a larger effort, which included extending the parlor 
and updating the dwelling's fenestration, made by the Fairbanks family to improve the 
internal organization and appearance of the house during a time of important social 
interactions.  By examining the durations present on the property in the context of their 
lineal family values, the Fairbanks family may have decided to make the change.  A 
construction date soon after 1803 for the western addition would seem to fit with both 
Bower's archaeological data and Cummings' architectural and historical reservations.   
 While it is possible that the decision to expand the house westward, whether it 
was ultimately driven by Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence or Ebenezer Jr. and Mary, may have 
also been stylistic, it is not likely.  In her study of rural New England homesteads in the 
late 18th and early 19th centuries, Nora Pat Small has shown that some farmers were 
building new houses or altering existing structures to adapt to changing aesthetic trends 
which valued symmetry and order (1997: 35–37).  The shift towards the so-called 
Georgian order was in many cases not universal or complete; local residents folded the 
popular style into their plans, while adapting it to their extant homesteads in practical 
ways (Small 1997: 37).  Architectural modifications were part of larger shifts in 
contemporary conceptions of cleanliness and order on agricultural landscapes during the 
late 18th and early 19th centuries.  Historian Jack Larkin argues that this broader move 
from "country mediocrity" to "rural improvement" was not a universal pattern, but one 
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seen in fits and spurts in various locations throughout rural Massachusetts (1994).  Like 
Stachiw and Small, Larkin offers the Bixby House as an example of a landscape falling 
somewhere between mediocrity and improvement.  He asserts that in 1807, the Bixby 
farm, with its unpainted clapboards, dark interior, and yard scattered with household 
refuse, would have been perceived as slovenly (Larkin 1994: 191).  But by 1830s, the 
family had painted their house's exterior and attached an ell that altered traffic patterns 
and allowed the Bixbys to restructure their interior spaces to meet the social needs of 
their family.  Their farmstead was not entirely transformed: the dwelling was not exactly 
symmetrical, their kitchen did not feature a cookstove, and they never acquired some of 
trappings of typical gentility (e.g., elegant upholstered furniture, woven carpets) (Larkin 
1994: 191–192).  Still, by saving money and working diligently, the family was able to 
attain some degree of respectability. 
 The Fairbanks landscape in the late 18th and early 19th centuries seems very 
similar to that of the Bixby family.  Like the Bixbys, the Fairbanks never painted their 
house's exterior.  It is also apparent from archaeological excavation that the Fairbanks 
continued to cast household refuse into the yard around their house.  During our 
fieldwork in 2009 and during the 2012 parking lot construction, excavators and 
construction workers encountered multiple deposits of furnace ash, broken ceramic 
vessels, and miscellaneous domestic material dating to the lifetimes of Ebenezer Sr. and 
Prudence, Ebenezer Jr. and Mary, and their families (Parno 2010; see Chapter 3).  
Clearly, although agricultural reformers were calling for cleaner farm landscapes, the 
Fairbanks, family, like so many other rural families, did not feel it necessary to change 
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their behavior (Larkin 1994).  They may, however, have attached the eastern and western 
additions to their house at roughly the same time to afford more flexibility in the way 
they could use their home's interior spaces.  Cummings observed similarities between the 
western wing's architectural finishing and the trim of the eastern addition's chamber 
(2003: 33).  He mused that these resemblances "might readily suggest that the two wings 
were finished off about the same time" (Cummings 2003: 33).  Further, he wondered if 
the "roughly contemporary conversion of the roof of the eastern wing from a pitched to a 
gambrel profile" was part of a larger attempt to convey a sense of "visual harmony" in the 
house's appearance (Cummings 2003: 33). 
 That said, contemporary observers will note that neither the Fairbanks House's 
profile nor its front appear very symmetrical; the Fairbanks did not replace their lean-to 
with an ell, as Small reports that many New England families did (1997: 40).  Instead, it 
appears that the Fairbanks may have made the choice, over a short span of years, to 
expand their house to allow them to reorganize its interior and more effectively entertain 
visitors in a respectable manner.  This would have likely entailed shifting sleeping 
materials and evidence of household labor out of social spaces such as the parlor.  Such a 
change had certainly occurred by the time Ebenezer Jr.'s estate was inventoried following 
his death in 1832; the "front room" (parlor) and "sitting room" (in the eastern addition) 
contained the family's best material culture, without the inclusion of bedding or farm 
tools (NCPR, Docket #6442).  The family also installed a cookstove in their hall fireplace 
sometime after 1780 (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 67).  Though their house 
featured brown clapboards and a low, dark interior, and their property was strewn with 
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household refuse, the family had made a variety of alterations to improve their home.  
These were not attempts at urban refinement, but instead alterations that would assist 
them in their daily lives.  Thus, the family occupied a position somewhere between 
country mediocrity and rural improvement. 
 The final alteration made to the Fairbanks House was the attachment of a 
structure to the western end of the dwelling's lean-to.  This small one-story building was 
likely moved and attached to the house soon after the western addition was built because 
there are no clapboards on the western addition's northern wall where it meets the added 
structure (Building Conservation Associates 2000: 82).  The function and architecture of 
this addition appears to have changed over time.  Most recently, it was a privy; the 
wooden double-seat is still present in the space.  In its earliest form, it was likely a milk 
room or cheese closet.  The Preservation Partnership's excavations under the floor of the 
privy space revealed a brick surface a little more than half a meter below the ground 
surface, which they dubbed Feature 3 (Bower 1977: 15–16).  Bower noted that the 
surface extended under the western wall of the privy, but was truncated outside the 
structure by a drainage ditch (1977: 16).  She interpreted the floor as part of a milk room 
or cheese closet that pre-dated the privy (1977: 17).  In his discussion of the lean-to 
attachment, Cummings cites analysis conducted by Stuart Bolton and Michael Burrey of 
nail holes and weathering of boards in the privy and lean-to, which points to a 
construction date "at least as early as about 1800" (2003: 35).  He also references an 1898 
floorplan prepared by American Architect and Building News that identifies the small 
room as "'formerly' a cheese closet" (Wallis et al. 1898: plate 26, as quoted in Cummings 
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2003: 35).  Based on this combination of evidence, it appears that shortly after the 
western addition was finished, the family attached a structure to the western end of the 
lean-to.  This building was likely semi-subterranean, based on the depth at which Bower 
located the brick floor.  This is not surprising; milk rooms needed to be cool to 
adequately store and preserve dairy products (Visser 1997: 109–110).  At some point 
during the 19th century, the building was either replaced or altered into a smaller privy, 
in which a double-seat was installed. 
 Ultimately, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence actively shaped the durations of their  
family's agricultural and architectural landscape to suit their needs, desires, and 
aspirations.  Though he began with only a quarter of his father's estate, Ebenezer Sr. 
made exchange after exchange to acquire additional land and eventually, the entire family 
homestead.  He and Prudence were aided by a large family, both at home and in the 
Dedham community.  They likely cooperated to work the fields, keep the home, and 
generate credit or income through labor exchange and the sale of surplus goods.2
                                                 
2 Court records from the infamous Jason Fairbanks trial include testimony stating that Jason had 
borrowed a knife from Ephraim Hardy, a man who was said to work for Ebenezer Sr. (Fairbanks 
1801: 41).  Hardy is one example of what was likely a larger body of hired workers Ebenezer Sr. 
and Prudence used to supplement their family's labor output. 
  The 
family continued to purchase land that would in turn help them continue to expand their 
farming operation.  As both the operation and the household grew, Ebenezer Sr. and 
Prudence added space in their house and updated its appearance, giving them the ability 
to restructure the house's interior spaces according to their shifting needs.  They did not 
conform entirely to the standards of contemporary reformers, instead choosing to make 
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those changes that best suited their family's agricultural and social needs.  When the 
household was rocked by the death of three sons in two years, Ebenezer Sr. wrote his will 
in an attempt to link his son to the ancestral homestead.  This measure, he surely hoped, 
would maintain the family's position within the community after his death.  Ebenezer Sr. 
and Prudence had worked hard according to their lineal family values and they no doubt 
hoped they had succeeded in forging a future for their family identity (Henretta 1978). 
The Daily Lives of Ebenezer Sr., Prudence, and Their Family 
  Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence made decisions to expand their family's landholdings 
and social profile outside of the home, but they also actively sought to reinforce this 
identity of respectability and security within the home.  This they accomplished by means 
of entertaining friends and neighbors using material culture specifically chosen to 
communicate an identity of industry and communality.  Though the family worked the 
land to provide food and marketable products, they also likely labored to separate the 
messy aspects of their agricultural enterprise from their moments of domestic sociability 
within their home (their yard, it seems, was outside of the purview of these 
considerations).  Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence also maintained a sense of respectability 
when they traveled around Dedham, extending their identity from their home into the 
public sphere.  This identity, though wrought from years of effort, was not impervious to 
the scandal that would shake the family to its core in the early 19th century. 
 It is very likely that Prudence, later with the assistance of her daughter-in-law 
Mary, helped to maintain the family's political image during the Revolutionary War and   
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the War of 1812.  During these periods, when domestic manufactures became a necessary 
component of patriotism, both women likely helped project an identity of self-sufficiency 
by producing homespun textiles (Nylander 1993: 169–171).  Spinning and weaving was 
certainly nothing new for the family; Jonathan Fairbanks' 1668 probate inventory 
included supplies for textile production (see above).  Homespun took on new 
significance, however, when wartime embargoes meant less material could be imported 
and even after the war, when "patriotic sentiment combined with economic necessity" 
(Nylander 1993: 169).  Similarly, the women very likely respected the ban on imported 
teas in response to the 1773 Tea Act.  Various tea vessels were discovered in the artifact 
assemblage attributed to Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence's household, including Jackfield and 
creamware teapots, Chinese porcelain and white salt-glazed stoneware teacups, and 
pearlware saucers (Figure 6–5).  If they chose to drink domestic tea with friends and 
neighbors, the Fairbanks women could demonstrate the family's participation in patriotic 
resistance (Norton 2011: 174).  Both the socialization and the implicit political act served 
to solidify their connection to the local community and the new republic.  The importance 
of these connections remained during periods of peace.  Visiting to take tea, share a meal, 
or simply discuss local affairs was critical to the process of maintaining what Nylander 
calls "a strong web of mutual concern and lively social intercourse" that underpinned the 
community (1993: 221).  The Fairbanks certainly participated in these sorts of social 
intercourse.  For instance, Dr. Nathaniel Ames (1741–1822), a physician who lived in 
Dedham and penned a diary for an impressive 64 years, related that on May 27, 1758, a 
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day of fair weather, "Miss Abigail Pond & Ms. Farbank came" (Hanson 1998: 11).  This 
was, no doubt, one of many similar visits Prudence Fairbanks made to her friends and 
neighbors. 
 Tea was not the only refreshment served during social gatherings.  Such events, 
whether they were large dinner parties or simply an additional face at a family dinner, 
were often accompanied by snacks or full meals.  In many cases, the food, drink, and 
socializing was part of a work effort: women talked while sewing, men brought in a 
harvest and then shared a drink, and entire communities shucked piles of corn and then 
retreated to festive parties (Nylander 1993: 221–222).  Much like tea service, these events 
served to complete major tasks, strengthen the bonds between community members, or 
both.  The Fairbanks certainly participated in, and probably hosted, these sorts of 
Figure 6–5: On left: Assemblage of artifacts relating to tea drinking, including 
fragments of porcelain and white salt-glazed teacups, a creamware teapot spout, 
Jackfield-type teapot lid, and hand-painted polychrome pearlware saucer.  On right: 
fragments of a hand-painted polychrome pearlware pitcher and annularware pitcher 
(Photos by author). 
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gatherings, evidence of which was found by Bower during her team's excavations under 
the lean-to and privy area of the Fairbanks House.  There was a wide variety of plates 
made from creamware, pearlware, and delftware.  The team also found creamware and 
pearlware pitchers featuring hand-painted and annular decorations (see Figure 6–5).  The 
Fairbanks' dining and entertaining included the consumption of wine and spirits, as 
evidenced by the high quantity of wine and gin bottle fragments discovered (e.g., 124 
wine bottle fragments, including 18 bottle bases, in a portion of the western addition's 
builder's trench) (Bower 1977: 15).  Seven clear glass tumblers were also found, in 
addition to several pieces of clear glass stemware and a glass bottle stopper (Figure 6–6).  
The artifact assemblage demonstrates the Fairbanks ability to entertain friends and 
neighbors, a crucial aspect of forming socio-economic networks in rural society.  
Archaeologist Mark Groover noted a similar assemblage at the William Strickland farm 
in central Delaware (2008: 33–46).  Citing the high concentrations of ceramic beverage 
containers, Groover reminds us of social significance of entertaining, asserting that 
"despite their frontier setting, the Strickland family was apparently concerned with 
Figure 6–6: 
Examples of glass 
stemware found 
at the Fairbanks 
House (Photo by 
author). 
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 properly entertaining guests at their residence" (2008: 43).  Like the Stricklands, the 
Fairbanks family participated in the practices of a communal society, establishing 
relationships with members of the Dedham community and presenting an identity of 
convivial sociability.   
 When traveling throughout the Dedham area, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence subtly 
identified with their community through their mode of transportation.  The family owned 
at least one horse: a horseshoe, part of a bridle, and part of hoof cleaning implement were 
discovered in a late 18th- and early 19th-century deposit by Brown and Juli (1974: 
Appendix 1; Figure 6–7).  While the horse(s) could have been used for farm work, 
Ebenezer Sr.'s will reveals that it was also used to pull a chaise, which was likely 
manufactured locally (as Worthington notes, by 1827, Dedham was home to five 
factories that produced chaises and carriages; 1827: 128).  By travelling in a local 
industrial product, the Fairbanks signaled their support of and participation in the local 
economy.  The chaise allowed the family to project a sense of community, which was 
Figure 6–7: Assemblage of 
horse equipment, including 
(from left) a bridle bit, a 
hoof-pick, and a horseshoe 
(Photo by author). 
298 
clearly important to them.  In the description of his grants to Prudence, Ebenezer Sr. 
specified that "my son Eben.r Fairbank shall provide a horse for her personal use at all 
times" (NCPR, Docket #6441).  At some point during the probate process, this entry in 
the will was amended with the addition of a crucial phrase written carefully in the 
leading.  The new entry read, "my son Eben.r
 The archaeological record reminds us that while the Fairbanks family 
occasionally socialized with their neighbors and relatives, they spent much of their time 
working in various capacities.  The excavation teams uncovered a large quantity of coarse 
earthenware vessels associated with dairying and food storage, including milk pans and 
butter pots/crocks (Figure 6–8).  They also found vessels used for food preparation, such 
as cylindrical pots and pans (see Figure 6–8).  Various tools and implements used for 
agriculture and cooking were discovered among the many iron artifacts discovered during 
the fieldwork.  Also among the iron artifacts were multiple pairs of scissors which the 
Fairbanks women likely used during the production of textiles and maintenance of the 
family's clothing (Figure 6–9).  Bower and her team discovered a wooden barrel bung, 
which undoubtedly helped the family preserve some sort of seed, crop, or liquid, such as 
cider.  These artifacts remind us that the Fairbanks, like many of their rural 
contemporaries, were not simply seeking refinement and cleanliness.  Theirs was a world 
 Fairbank shall provide a horse and chaise 
for her personal use at all times" (NCPR, Docket #6441, my emphasis).  This distinction 
illustrates the importance the family placed on their image within the community.  The 
Fairbanks' were dedicated to preserving their identity, both within the home and outside 
of it, and Ebenezer Sr. wished to see it survive even when he no longer lived. 
299 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
of dirty, difficult agricultural and domestic labor.  The family made decisions that aided 
their farming operation in the present and would hopefully ensure social and financial 
stability in the future.  In this the Fairbanks were not always successful (Ebenezer Jr. and 
Prudence's youngest son Jason Fairbanks was reportedly frustrated by his lack of future 
prospects; see below), but they generally sought to strengthen the community ties that 
formed the foundation of their socio-economic network.  The Fairbanks expanded and 
updated their house for a variety of reasons, but their lives were still governed by the 
rhythms of work and seasonality.  The social and labor sides of daily life were enmeshed 
and interdependent: the family's relationships within the community increased their work 
Figure 6–8: Top: fragments 
of coarse earthenware milk 
pans. Bottom: coarse 
earthenware pans and a pan 
fragment (Photos by author). 
300 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
capacity and their strenuous efforts at home and in the fields afforded them the means to 
improve their social and material standing. 
 Certainly the family was able to strengthen their community relations through 
varieties of work and local exchange.  For instance, Ebenezer Sr. held various positions 
within the town, including horse officer (1762), fence viewer (1764, 1766), and field 
driver (1765) (Fisher 1968: 278, 300, 310, 320).  There is also evidence of the Fairbanks' 
labors in Nathaniel Ames' diary.  Evidently Ames and the Fairbanks households shared a 
working relationship.  For example, on November 4, 1783, Ebenezer Sr. gave Ames four 
barrels of what we can likely assume was cider (Hanson 1998: 400).  There was no 
mention of payment for the load, but no doubt settled at a later date.  On January 23, 
1790, Ebenezer Sr. took one of Ames' calves to market and sold it for "15" (pounds, 
presumably) (Hanson 1998: 485).  On November 14, 1794, Ebenezer Sr. dragged a load 
of wood through the snow to Ames' lot and was paid three pounds (Hanson 1998: 573).  
Figure 6–9: Two pairs of iron scissors 
excavated at the Fairbanks House (Photo 
by author). 
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He repeated the act a few months later and on April 10, 1795, Ames purchased "50 good 
thick sawed 4 holed white oak posts at 10d each" from Ebenezer Sr. (Hanson 1998: 579, 
582).  The two men may have also shared thoughts about agriculture; when Ames wanted 
to try his hand at planting potatoes, he borrowed two from Ebenezer Sr. and reported his 
disappointment when they did not grow as well as he would have liked (this Ames 
attributed to the potatoes' "want of sprouts"; Hanson 1998: 1128).  These brief exchanges, 
which became gradually more frequent and culminated in friendly farming advice, 
demonstrate the value of social connections within rural communities.  Nathaniel Ames 
was only one such link in the broader Fairbanks network.  Asahel Smith, a local farmer, 
reported a single exchange made with Ebenezer Sr. on March 22, 1825 (Smith n.d.).  As 
part of the transaction, Ebenezer Sr. paid Smith $1 for a load of wood he had purchased 
at auction, and Smith purchased a harrow from Ebenezer Sr. for $3.  While this was a 
minor interaction, it may have laid the social groundwork for later loans Smith extended 
to Ebenezer Sr. in the early 1830s (see below). 
 While it is true that the Fairbanks family likely augmented their daily work by 
hiring laborers from both inside and outside of their community, they also occasionally 
took in transient or poor members of the town into their home.  On December 29, 1760, 
Ebenezer Sr. received five shillings for boarding Thankful MacIntosh during the previous 
year (Fisher 1968: 270).  This was the fifth Dedham household to take in MacIntosh; 
between 1735 and 1759, she lived intermittently in the homes of  William Avery, Josiah 
Fisher, Joseph Wight, and Ebenezer Sr.'s brother, Samuel Fairbanks, before arriving in 
Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence' care (Hanson 1997: 533–534).  The couple was compensated 
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again the following year for allowing MacIntosh to remain in their home (Fisher 1968: 
281).  On January 10, 1765, Ebenezer Sr. reported at a General Meeting that he had 
"received into his family Ruth Seavers from Dorchester" (Hanson 1997: 548).  Part of 
this practice related to the sense of responsibility felt by New England towns to care for 
the lowest among them (see Grob 2008).  This sentiment resulted in the establishment of 
poor houses, charitable organizations, and the tendency of providing destitute individuals 
with goods or money, but it also led to the expulsion of certain individuals through the 
"warning out" system (Ruth Seavers was warned out of Dedham in August of 1765; 
Hanson 1997: 548; see Hutchins 2013).  In addition to the perceived moral benefits of 
assisting those less fotunate, there were likely economic benefits to taking in transient 
individuals.  The Fairbanks were compensated by the town for their charity and also 
received the hands of their guest to assist with the daily labor.   
The Trial of Jason Fairbanks 
 Many of the Fairbanks family's efforts to convey particular qualities were likely 
related to the tragedies they experienced in the early 19th century.  Despite their relative 
success in building a future for their family, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence's confidence 
likely suffered a major blow in 1801 when their son, Jason, was convicted of murdering a 
female acquaintance, Elizabeth Fales (Fairbanks 1801; Report of the Trial of Jason 
Fairbanks 1801; Cohen 1993a, 1993b).  The case was centered around the events of May 
18, 1801, a day on which sources agree that Jason and Elizabeth met in a field in the 
middle of the afternoon.  Sometime around three o'clock, Jason arrived at the Fales 
residence, covered in blood and holding a knife.  Elizabeth was found in the field, 
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miraculously still alive; she had been stabbed 11 times and her throat was cut.  She died 
soon after she was discovered.  Jason had also been stabbed several times and had to be 
treated for his wounds.  Gradually, details began to emerge: the two had been involved 
for months, possibly even years, but the match was not approved by the Fales family.  
Previous encounters between the two had included nights spent alone and possibly pre-
marital intercourse (Cohen 1993a: 125).  Yet Elizabeth's mother and sister did not wish 
her to marry Jason, possibly because he was a weak and sickly individual who had little 
use of his right arm after a childhood bout with small pox.  Evidently Jason had become 
frustrated by his inability to secure an estate for himself and the Fales' refusal to bless the 
union (Cohen 1993a: 121).  The prosecution, helmed by James Sullivan, argued that 
Jason's frustrations boiled over on that fateful day, and he, consumed by his emotions, 
threatened Elizabeth and then took her life.  According to Sullivan, Jason's wounds were 
self-inflicted and designed to mask his crime (Report of the Trial of Jason Fairbanks 
1801: 65–80; Cohen 1993a: 124).  Jason's defense lawyers, led by Harrison Gray Otis, 
painted a picture of a failed relationship that Jason, after recognizing its futility, 
reluctantly ended on the day in question (Report of the Trial of Jason Fairbanks 1801: 
37–65).  Otis argued that Elizabeth, taken with "a fruitless and hopeless passion, the most 
tender, yet the most violent," wrestled the knife away from the weaker Jason and harmed 
herself.  Jason then retrieved the weapon and in a fashion reminiscent of Shakespeare, 
tried to end his own life. 
 Sullivan's depiction of the gruesome events, as well as the body of evidence, 
convinced the jury of Jason's guilt.  He was sentenced to death and imprisoned in 
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Dedham's jail, only to escape soon after with the help of some accomplices, among them 
Reuben Farrington and Ebenezer Jr.  The group was pursued, caught near Lake 
Champlain, and returned to a more secure prison in Boston, where  Jason Fairbanks was 
executed on September 10, 1801 (Report of the Trial of Jason Fairbanks 1801: 83–85).  
Farrington was acquitted of his role in the escape and Ebenezer Jr. was not punished, 
despite being labeled the "principal offender," because he testified against his associates 
("Legislature" 1802).  News of the trial, escape, and execution spread like wildfire 
throughout the region, and beyond.  Russell and Cutler's Report of the Trial of Jason 
Fairbanks, which was one of several pamphlets and broadsides written about the 
proceedings, was published in four editions less than six months after the trial concluded, 
demonstrating the text's popularity (Cohen 1993a: 120).  A Boston museum quickly 
installed a life-like wax figure of Jason soon after the trial, no doubt hoping to capitalize 
on the public's captivation with the story (Benes 2004: 30).  In the minds of many, it 
seemed that Jason Fairbanks was caught in the paradox of gender expectations of post-
Revolutionary America.  In a period in which increased importance was placed on 
appearances and self-restraint, young men like Jason were expected to demonstrate their 
manhood by expressing sentimental desires in public courtship (Lombard 2003: 175–
176).  Lombard describes the prospect as "risky to men's self-esteem," which appears to 
have been the case in Jason's experience.  He tried to woo Elizabeth, but when her 
family's preferences prevented her from accepting his love, the rejection stoked his 
fervor, which exploded into violence (see Keetley 2008).  Jason's experience became a 
morality tale; in the concluding pages of Russell and Cutler's report, the authors wrote 
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that "it is essential to the moral instruction resulting from this awful example, that every 
reader should remark, that a man under the government of uncontrolled passions is worse 
than a wild beast in his rage" (Report of the Trial of Jason Fairbanks 1801: 87).  From 
the trial had emerged a lesson in emotional moderation that post-Revolutionary men had 
to heed, for fear that they could suffer a fate similar to Jason's. 
 For the Fairbanks family, however, the horrific events could not be distilled into a 
facile parable.  With a family member embroiled in a trial that captivated the nation, the 
Fairbanks family could not avoid the scandal, so they did their best to combat its 
influence.  They began by hiring Otis and John Lowell, Jr., securing two well-known and 
accomplished defense attorneys (see Cohen 1993a: 121; Morison 1913; Greenslet 1946: 
96–111).  It is difficult to know what the defense cost the Fairbanks family, but it is fair 
to speculate that it was not inexpensive.  Once the case was lost, the family entered a 
phase of concerted damage control, which entailed defending themselves in print, altering 
their landscape's physical durations to afford them greater flexibility in their social and 
agricultural lives, and using material culture to communicate a sense of community and 
respectability that would distance them from the carnage associated with Jason's trial. 
 The family first tried to mitigate the scandal's social effects by harnessing the 
written word.  Shortly after the trial, Ebenezer Jr. compiled a number of documents, 
including a statement from Jason, a description of Jason's life, and corrected portions of 
the trial testimony, and published them as a pamphlet titled The Solemn Declaration of 
the Late Unfortunate Jason Fairbanks (1801).  The document's front matter offers a clue 
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as to how the reader was meant to interpret the contents: the cover includes two lines 
from Shakespeare's Richard II ("Tell them the lamentable fall of me/ And send the 
hearers weeping to their bed!") and the heading of Jason's declaration is adorned with a 
funereal urn bearing his initials (Fairbanks 1801: 1–2).  Historian Daniel A. Cohen points 
to the fact that three editions of the pamphlet were published within one year as evidence 
that "the public was quite interested in—and perhaps receptive to—the Fairbanks side of 
the story" (1993b: 184).  A close-reading of the document shows that the Fairbanks 
family seems to have used the public's appetite for lurid details to their advantage in 
repairing their image.  The pamphlet began with the titular declaration, supposedly made 
by Jason while he was jailed prior to his execution.  In the statement, Jason told a story 
similar to that of his defense attorneys, though he also related that he and Elizabeth had 
been intimate and that he had shared that knowledge with two close friends (Fairbanks, 
Jr. 1801: 8).  The declaration was co-signed by witnesses, including one of Jason's 
cellmates and his defense attorneys.  In the concluding pages of the pamphlet, Ebenezer 
Jr. supplied additional details and corrections to the trial records, supposedly acquired 
from "voluntary, repeated and pressing requests of the respective witnesses" (Fairbanks, 
Jr. 1801: 38).  It is difficult to determine the veracity of these amendments, but in general, 
they include additional details to testimony given by Elizabeth's brother, Charles 
Kitteridge (a doctor who examined both Elizabeth and Jason), and Jason's friends and 
relatives (Fairbanks, Jr. 1801: 38–51). 
 The description of Jason's life, which appears in the middle of the pamphlet, 
reveals much more detail about the Fairbanks family's machinations following the trial.  
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It was attributed to Ebenezer Jr., but he likely received help from sentimentalist writer 
and Boston Brahmin Sarah Wentworth Morton (Cohen 1993b: 188–190). The 
biographical narrative is told from Ebenezer Jr.'s perspective and it depicts Jason as a 
weak, sensitive, subservient, and industrious young man.  It also reveals the shame that 
Jason felt when his disability prevented him from working in the fields with his family 
and fellow townspeople.  According to the author, when Jason "beheld the laborers in the 
field" and "heard the boast of the farmers amid the increase of autumnal plenty," he 
"conferred the highest praise on muscular exertion" and "regretted it was not designed for 
him" (Fairbanks, Jr. 1801: 15).  Evidently Jason "took no comfort from the assurance that 
his domestic offices were essential to the family welfare and his cheering society, as 
important to its happiness as the hardy out-door exercise of any other individual" 
(Fairbanks Jr., 1801: 15).  Ebenezer Jr. offered himself in comparison, stating that "the 
cultivation of the earth upon my own inheritance, is at once my pride, my pleasure and 
my independence" (1801: 15).  When Jason's eagerness to assist brought him pain and 
injury, Ebenezer Jr. was practical and businesslike, forbidding Jason's "interference" 
because "his labor would not indemnify the costs of his recovery" (Ebenezer, Jr. 1801: 
16).  In this telling of the story, Jason was equated with what were seen as feminine, 
domestic qualities—servile, physically weak, and morally pure.  In contrast, Ebenezer Jr. 
was shown as the pinnacle of masculinity—independent, physically strong, and 
enterprising.   
 If the first and third portions of the pamphlet were written in defense of Jason's 
actions, the biographical sketch effectively positioned an effete Jason as the broken cog 
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in an otherwise efficient, masculine Fairbanks agricultural machine.  He was both piteous 
in his debilitation and distinct from the rest of the family in his weakness.  In crafting the 
pamphlet in this way, Ebenezer Jr. effectively offered apologetics for Jason's actions 
while distancing his family from their brutality.  Just as Ebenezer Jr.'s business acumen 
led him to send Jason home from the fields as he described in the pamphlet, so did it push 
him to act in the interest of rebuilding the family's socio-economic image after it suffered 
at his brother's hands.  He had to consider the future: if the Fairbanks landscape had been 
imbued with the association of scandal, a potent intangible duration, then it was in 
Ebenezer Jr.'s and Mary's best interests, and those of their children, to alter the 
impression of their family as much as possible. 
 When viewed in light of the Jason Fairbanks murder trial, many of the Fairbanks 
family's early 19th-century decisions take on new significance.  When Ebenezer Sr. 
arranged his last will and testament in 1803, he had lost one child to execution, another to 
unknown causes, and a grandson to "a nervous fever" (Hill 1888: 102).  His family's 
reputation, while not lost, had been tarnished to a degree.  Ebenezer Sr.'s will was an 
attempt to install a member of the family in Dedham to repair the Fairbanks legacy.  The 
renovation and expansion of the ancestral homestead served multiple practical functions, 
but it was also probably an attempt to remodel the house's interior to help the family 
project an image of communality and respectability.  The family was also cognizant of 
their appearance when in public as they labored to express their ties to the community 
through their mode of transportation.  This was not, they seemed to say, the sort of family 
who bred murderers.  The Fairbanks wished to portray Jason as a tragic and 
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misunderstood figure who nonetheless was quite different from the rest of the family.  As 
they continued to reinvent themselves in the public eye, the Fairbanks family hoped 
Jason's memory would collect dust, become distant history, and eventually fade away. 
Summary 
 Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence worked for most of their lives to build an estate, and 
identity, for their family and its future.  In many ways, Ebenezer Sr. embodied the post-
Revolutionary ideal of manliness.  After inheriting a portion of his father's property, he 
built a land portfolio in the public arena of the real estate market, constructing a public 
persona as a so-called "self-made man" (Wilson 1999: 188).  Prudence may have used her 
perceived role as domestic moral compass to make a patriotic political protest by sharing 
colonial tea with her neighbors and overseeing the household's domestic textile 
production; protests aside, she certainly made connections within the community by 
visiting and socializing.  The couple labored with their children, local hired hands, and 
transient guests to work the family's expanding agricultural operation.  To maximize their 
farming efficiency, Ebenezer Sr. acquired land close to the homestead, where Prudence 
orchestrated the complex dance of household manufactures, childcare, livestock tending, 
dairying, and other domestic duties.  Together, the family balanced work and socializing, 
interdependent processes which combined to increase their productive output and social 
standing within the community.  Similarly, the Fairbanks likely attended local functions 
and hosted gatherings at their home, events that were complete with fine serving ware.  
When traveling to and from such events, the family traveled in style.  In nearly all aspects 
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of their lives, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence endeavored to construct and project a distinct 
identity of a refined family aware of its social and economic roles. 
 Following Jason's trial, the Fairbanks attempted the complicated process of 
reifying their status as respectable farmers and reinventing themselves according to early 
19th-century style and gender norms.  Ebenezer Jr.'s pamphlet was the most explicit 
component of these efforts, but it was not the only step taken.  Ebenezer Sr.'s will marked 
his hope that his legacy would persist in Dedham.  The family also expanded and updated 
their house in ways that allowed for useful spatial rearrangements.  The increased living 
area meant they could reorganize the dwelling's interior to create a greater separation 
between work and social spaces, a division that would be most meaningful during 
entertaining and courtship rituals.  While some elements changed, others remained the 
same as the Fairbanks eschewed fashionable practices of painting their house's exterior 
and maintaining pristine yards—they had not yet attained the status of "rural 
improvement" (Larkin 1994).  In the early 19th century, the Fairbanks family was united 
in the common, specific goals of maintaining their agricultural operation, securing their 
lineage in the community, and picking up the pieces of their identity following a 
sensational and expensive trial. 
 When he died on February 11, 1812, Ebenezer Sr. was 79 years old (Fairbanks 
1897: 87).  A death notice in The Independent Chronicle, published in Boston, noted that 
"the character of this aged citizen, was truly exemplary, he was distinguished for 
integrity, pure patriotism and excellent morals" ("Died" 1812).  He had written his will 
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nine years earlier and it was executed by Ebenezer Jr. in March of 1812 (NCPR, Docket 
#6441).  The document detailed Ebenezer Sr.'s wish that his wife be given "all of [his] 
indoor moveables except [his] wearing apparel and armour," "three cows," all of his 
"Loan Office certificates," and use of a horse and chaise.  It also granted Prudence use of 
half of her husband's buildings, real estate, and meeting house pew.  Finally, Ebenezer Sr. 
dictated that his eldest son was expected to provide Prudence with any firewood she 
should need "during her natural life."  With his wife sufficiently provided for, Ebenezer 
Sr. bequeathed the remainder of his estate to Ebenezer Jr. with the exception of four 
monetary grants: $500 to his son Joshua, $100 to his daughter Prudence, $200 to his 
grandson Nathaniel, and $50 to his granddaughter Sukey Davis (NCPR, Docket #6441).  
Prudence likely lived at the house until her death in November of 1815, at which point 
full ownership over the family estate passed to Ebenezer Jr. (Fairbanks 1897: 87; c.f. Hill 
1888: 114).   
 
Ebenezer Fairbanks Jr. (1758–1832) and Mary Hammond (1756–1843) 
 By the early 19th century, the durational trajectories of Ebenezer Jr. and Mary's 
world had become so intertwined with those of their parents' that it is often difficult to 
remember that the younger generation had shared much of their lives together prior to the 
tragic events.  When Jason was tried, convicted, and executed, Ebenezer Jr. was 43 years 
old, Mary was 45, and the two had been married for 24 years (Fairbanks 1897: 156–157).  
Ebenezer Jr., his parents' eldest son, was born in 1758 and lived in the homestead with his 
family for his entire life.  In the midst of the Revolutionary War, after marching to 
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Lexington and fighting alongside his family and neighbors, Ebenezer Jr. married Mary 
Hammond, who was two years his elder, in March of 1777.  Ebenezer Jr. may have 
continued his militia service soon after his wedding—Dedham militia records from 1778 
and 1780 list an "Ebenezer Fairbank" without an identified residence (Fairbanks 1897: 
862–863).  Whether or not the records referred to Ebenezer Jr., we are left to wonder if 
the terrors of the battle at Lexington brought the two young lovers together before future 
conflict could tear them apart. 
 Ebenezer Jr. and Mary's family grew alongside that of the elder generation of 
Fairbanks as both resided in the ancient homestead for most of their lives.  Mary gave 
birth to the couple's first child, Calvin, one year after their marriage, when she was 22 
years old and Ebenezer Jr. was 20 (Fairbanks 1897: 157).  Prudence came next in 1781 
and Susan "Sukey" Davis was born in 1783 (Fairbanks 1897: 157).  On December 7, 
1783, Mary formally joined the local church; Ebenezer Jr. would not follow her into 
official membership until 1811 (Hill 1888: 88, 119).  It is difficult to know exactly why 
Mary joined the church so far in advance of her husband, but it may have been related to 
shifting gender dynamics that, following the Revolutionary War, positioned women as 
the guardians of domestic morality.  The timing of Mary's commitment in relation to her 
children's religious participation is significant: two weeks after Mary joined the church, 
her children Calvin, Prudence, and Sukey Davis were baptized (Hill 1888: 76).  Mary 
was likely aware that, as Lombard writes, "mothers were told that not only must they bear 
the traditional responsibility of caring for babies, but also they should serve as a child's 
main spiritual guide and teacher from early childhood up throughout early adolescence" 
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(2003: 173).  As the keeper of a virtuous home, it was more important for Mary to 
demonstrate her dedication to the church than it was for Ebenezer Jr.  In the 13 years after 
Mary joined the church, she and Ebenezer Jr. welcomed William (b. 1785), Mary (b. 
1787), Sarah (also called Sally, b. 1790), Nancy (b. 1794), and Joshua (b. 1796) into the 
family (Fairbanks 1897: 157).  By the time Joshua was born, there were at least 13 family 
members living together in the Fairbanks House (see above). 
Acquisition of Land 
 The proximity to their elders may have influenced Ebenezer Jr.'s burgeoning 
involvement in the local real estate market.  He had watched his father build an estate 
through a series of 18th-century land purchases, and soon he began his own attempts to 
marshal surrounding plots under the family's name (Figure 6–10).  Ebenezer Jr. first 
purchased land in 1792, when he bought 1.5 acres of swamp in Wigwam Swamp from 
Ruth Metcalf for £7 10s (SCRD, 175: 12).  Between 1793 and 1794, Ebenezer Jr. next 
purchased two adjacent plots in Green Lodge meadow (an area in the southeast of 
Dedham, near the Neponset River; Mann 1847: 123) from David Everett and Israel 
Everett for a combined price of £28 (NCRD, 1: 2, 5: 37).  At the end of January in 1798, 
Ebenezer Jr. purchased four acres of swampland on "Wigwam swamp plain" from Moses 
Draper for $133.33 (the exact phrasing of the price was "one hundred thirty three dollars 
one third"; NCRD, 8: 46).  The following year, Ebenezer Jr. and Thaddeus Mason paid 
Thomas Weatherbee $150 for a plot likely located in the vicinity of Purgatory Swamp, 
which included 2.5 acres of land and a "dwelling house" (NCRD, 8: 208).  Evidently 
Weatherbee died soon after because less than two weeks after the deed was signed, a   
314 
  
Fi
gu
re
 6
–1
0:
 D
ia
gr
am
 sh
ow
in
g 
la
nd
 tr
an
sa
ct
io
ns
 e
xe
cu
te
d 
by
 E
be
ne
ze
r S
r. 
an
d 
Eb
en
ez
er
 J
r. 
 P
ur
ch
as
es
 
ar
e 
sh
ow
n 
as
 so
lid
 b
ar
s a
nd
 sa
le
s a
re
 sh
ow
n 
as
 h
as
he
d 
ba
rs
 (F
ig
ur
e 
by
 a
ut
ho
r)
. 
315 
second was created by Thomas' wife, Sarah Weatherbee, confirming the agreement 
between her husband, Ebenezer Jr., and Mason (NCRD, 10: 175).  This deal may have 
been an attempt to acquire land for profit, rather than for agricultural use: in 1804, 
Ebenezer Jr. and Mason sold a "Dwelling house" and 5.5 acres of land whose boundary 
descriptions matched those of Weatherbee plot to George Greenleaf Bell for $400 
(NCRD, 20: 225).  It is unclear if the $250 increase in price covered the 3.5 acre increase 
in land, or if it allowed for a modest profit for Ebenezer Jr. and Mason (in the earlier sale, 
the land was sold for $60/acre, whereas in the second sale, the land was priced at nearly 
$73/acre).   
 Ebenezer Jr. purchased his final two plots of land in 1804 and 1805.  The first was 
a two acre portion of "Wigwam plain swamp" that he acquired for $35 from Jesse 
Herring (this was likely the lot that was referred to as "Herring Swamp" in Ebenezer Jr.'s 
probate inventory; NCPR, Docket #6442) (NCRD, 21: 234).  The second plot was a 16 
acre area of land bought for the hefty sum of $1,300 from John Harris (NCRD, 26: 39).  
The acreage was located west of East Street and directly north of land owned by 
Ebenezer Sr.  This purchase is significant for two reasons: first, when considered 
alongside a large sale of land made by Ebenezer Sr. in January of 1806 (see above), 
Ebenezer Jr.'s deal may have been part of an effort to consolidate the family's agricultural 
enterprise, and second, it seems to have been a sign that Ebenezer Sr. had relinquished 
some control over the estate to his son.   
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 In a span of roughly three weeks, Ebenezer Jr. purchased $1,300 worth of land 
near the family estate and Ebenezer Sr. sold $1,200 worth of woodland in outlying areas.  
Based on the timing of these events and the nearly equal sums of money involved, the 
two exchanges appear to have been part of an extended effort to improve the efficiency of 
the family's farming operation.  Ebenezer Sr. probably capitalized on rising woodland 
values, which allowed his son to secure a large plot of land within a short distance from 
the homestead.  The two deals were conducted by two different family members because 
Ebenezer Sr. was the legal owner of the woodland, but another important factor in the 
exchanges were each man's social connections within the community.  In his sale to 
Ebenezer Jr., John Harris was identified as a "Gentleman" from Brookline (NCRD, 26: 
39).  We know that Ebenezer Jr. interacted with socialite Sarah Wentworth Morton 
during the publication of Jason Fairbanks' declaration , so we might speculate that Harris 
and Ebenezer Jr. met during the latter's brush with refined social circles in and around 
Boston.  This pair of exchanges also provides solid evidence that by the early 19th 
century, Ebenezer Jr. played an important role in guiding the estate's future.  He was not 
limited to purchasing land, an act which could be interpreted as building his own 
portfolio; rather, he could coordinate the sale of old plots to finance the purchase of new 
plots.  When the family wanted to consolidate their landholdings, the only factor 
preventing Ebenezer Jr. from completing the necessary arrangements was his father's 
legal ownership of their existing land. 
 The Harris tract was the last plot Ebenezer Jr., then age 47, purchased before his 
death in 1832.  He was not, however, finished with the land market.  In 1824, 19 years 
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after his last land acquisition, Ebenezer Jr. sold 100 square rods (0.625 acres) of land "in 
Dedham woods" to John W. Ames for $50 (NCRD, 73: 152).  Five years later, Ebenezer 
Jr. sold three acres of land in "Herring Swamp" to Reuben Farrington for $550 (NCRD, 
86: 275).  The latter sale is interesting because Ebenezer Jr. had purchased 2 acres of 
swampland in Wigwam Plain Swamp from Jesse Herring for $35 in 1804 (NCRD, 21: 
234).  In 1833, four years after his sale to Farrington and one year after his death, 
Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory included four acres in "Herring Swamp" valued at $60 
(NCPR, Docket #6442).  It is possible that these three tracts were located in similar, if not 
identical areas: all three were swampland and the name of Herring was attached to each 
plot in some capacity.  If so, then why were two of them valued at $15 and $17.50 per 
acre and one valued at more than $183 per acre?  It may have simply been that the land 
Farrington purchased was in particularly advantageous location, or it contained expensive 
woodland whereas the other areas were inundated swamps.  There are two additional 
factors that may have been relevant to this question.  When he died, Ebenezer Jr. was 
reported as owing Farrington $110.50 in notes and interest (NCPR, Docket #6442).  In 
addition, Reuben Farrington was a childhood friend of Jason Fairbanks; indeed, he was 
called to testify that he and Jason had discussed Jason's relationship with Elizabeth Fales 
(see Report of the Trial of Jason Fairbanks 1801: 25–26).  Farrington may have shared a 
close relationship with the Fairbanks family following the trial.  The two families lived 
near one another—an 1851 map shows that Reuben Farrington lived approximately one 
mile south of the Fairbanks homestead on the western side of East Street (Figure 6–11).  
As Ebenezer Jr. neared death, he was surely aware of the debts he carried and the 1824 
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and 1829 land sales were likely an attempt to raise capital for the settlement of his 
liabilities.  It is conceivable that Farrington, seeing his friend and neighbor in dire straits, 
overpaid for a plot of land as tacit means of offering assistance that would not embarrass 
Ebenezer Jr.  It is also possible that the aid was not tacit; the pair may have agreed on the 
inflated deal as a means of settling a portion of Ebenezer Jr.'s debts to Farrington.  This 
situation offers yet another example of the importance of social networks within small  
 communities. 
 There are no additional deeds describing Ebenezer Jr.'s involvement in the local 
real estate market, yet he, or possibly his father, received more land from other sources at 
Figure 6–11: Detail from 
1851 Smith and Walling 
map of Dedham, showing 
the location of the 
Fairbanks House 
(depicted with the red 
star) in relation to the 
home of Reuben 
Farrington (note 
Farrington's name printed 
towards the bottom-center 
of the map) (Figure by 
author, from Smith and 
Walling map). 
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some point in their lives.  In 1784, the Fairbanks estate was said to comprise 110 acres 
when it was assessed as part of the Massachusetts tax valuation (Massachusetts 1784 Tax 
Valuation).  If we total the land purchased and sold by Ebenezer Sr. and Ebenezer Jr. 
over the next 49 years, we see that the estate grew to an approximate size of 132 acres.  
When the estate was assessed for Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory, however, it was said 
to include 158.5 acres of land (NCPR, Docket #6442).  While certain inconsistencies and 
miscalculations can be expected during the probate process, a difference of 26.5 acres is 
not insubstantial.  This indicates that either Ebenezer Sr. or Ebenezer Jr. received land 
outside of their real estate dealings.  One or both of the men were likely bequeathed 
territory from a relative or close friend in the nearly 50-year span between the tax 
valuation assessment and the probate valuation following Ebenezer Jr.'s death. 
The Daily Live of Ebenezer Jr., Mary, and Their Family 
 As part of a large, multi-generational household, Ebenezer Jr., Mary, and their 
family worked together with their parents and siblings to operate their farmstead.  The 
most direct evidence of the family's diverse agricultural ventures comes from Ebenezer 
Jr.'s probate inventory, which was tabulated in January of 1833 (NCPR, Docket #6442; 
Appendix  5).  According to this document, the Fairbanks family owned a portfolio of 
land worth $5,903.33, livestock worth $286, and a litany of crops, furniture, tools, and 
other objects worth $1,105.70.  The first part of the inventory lists Ebenezer Jr.'s 
landholdings at the time of his death.  The plots are identified by location (some of which 
are vernacular labels whose meanings have since been lost), land type, or both.  In most 
cases, these entries offer more information about the ways in which the land was used 
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than did the deed descriptions written when the family acquired the tracts.  As a result, 
we get a better idea of the farmstead's distribution of land types from Ebenezer Jr.'s 
probate inventory (Figure 6–12).  By combining the description of land types with the 
material culture enumerated in the inventory and the archaeological evidence found on 
the property, a picture of Ebenezer Jr., Mary, and their family's daily lives begins to 
emerge. 
 The first entry in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory shows us that the family's 
efforts to consolidate their estate resulted in 50 acres of homestead, comprising roughly 
one-third of their landholdings.  The homelot was likely used as a combination of tillage, 
meadow/swamp, orchards, and gardens, all of which could be easily accessed from the 
house.  Mary, her daughters, and any young sons tended the orchards and gardens.  Based 
on objects listed in the cellar section of Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory, the Fairbanks 
women harvested apples to produce cider (three hogsheads of cider worth $20 and 
"Empty Casks & Tubs" worth $5 were identified) and strawberries from the garden (a 
"Lot of Strawberry Boxes" was also found in the cellar).  The Fairbanks men worked the 
homelot's tillage, as well as that located at the "School House lot," the "Scotch farm," and 
the "Plain lot" (these three tracts were comprised entirely or partially of upland, as 
identified in later deeds recording their sale after Ebenezer Jr.'s death; NCRD, 101: 174, 
101: 170, 345: 320).  All of this territory was situated along East Street or on Wigwam 
Plain, meaning that the Fairbanks could travel to and from their fields with relative ease.  
The tools of their trade are evident in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory, which included 
rakes, scythes, shovels, spades, hay forks, dung forks, hoes, axes, wedges, a beetle, and a 
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 wheel barrow.  While the family likely cultivated a variety of crops, the inventory, which 
was taken in the midst of the New England winter, listed corn husks in the "Old Barn" 
(worth $3) and 40 bushels of corn (worth $35).  There were also 300 bushels of potatoes, 
worth $105, stored in the homestead's cellar.  Such a large quantity of potatoes illustrates 
 
Figure 6–12: Types of land owned by Ebenezer Jr. at various periods, displayed as 
percentages (one block equals one percent) (Figure by author). 
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that the Fairbanks may have converted tillage previously used for grain production into 
potato fields in response to grain prices that were plummeting in the face of agricultural 
growth on the western frontier (Donahue 2004: 227). 
 When they were not tending crops, the Fairbanks men cut hay on their swamps 
and meadows for winter fodder and for sale at the local markets.  Ebenezer Jr.'s probate 
inventory identified swampland and meadows in Canton (bounded to the northwest by 
the Neponsit River, meaning this plot was probably a portion of Fowl Meadow), 
Greenlodge (western Dedham), Draper Swamp, Herring Swamp, the "Harris & Fales 
mowing Lot," and parts of the School House lot and "Plain Lot."  In total, the family 
owned just over 43 acres of swamp and meadow, presenting more than one-quarter of 
their land portfolio.  Ebenezer Jr., his sons, and any hired farmhands used tools listed 
above, such as the scythes, rakes, and hay forks, to harvest and collect hay from their 
fields.  Once it was cut, they cured or stored the hay either in their fields or in one of two 
barns; Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory specifies hay in the "New Barn" (worth $110), 
hay in the "Old Barn" (worth $175), stacked hay in a "Barn yard" (worth $15), and 
stacked hay on the family's Canton meadow tract (worth $15).  The hay in storage was 
likely appraised at a higher rate because it had been cured and was ready for 
transportation to market.  Hay prices were increasing during the early 19th century as 
fodder demands rose in urban areas and southern and western commercial farms, and the 
Fairbanks were certainly aware of these market fluctuations (Donahue 2004: 228).   
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 The Fairbanks family probably kept their livestock on the homelot when they 
were not at pasture on the "Harris & Fales Pasture" or on tillage after the harvest 
(pasturage comprised 10 percent of the family's landholdings at the time of Ebenezer Jr.'s 
death).  The probate inventory includes 1 horse (worth $30), 1 pair of oxen (worth $65), 
11 cows (worth $175), and 4 pigs (worth $16).  Based on analysis of faunal material 
discovered during archaeological excavations, the Fairbanks also may have owned (or at 
least eaten) sheep (at least three) and chickens (at least one), either during Ebenezer Jr.'s 
lifetime or shortly thereafter (DiBattista 2013).  The family's livestock population had 
fluctuated slightly since the 1784 tax valuation, which enumerated two horses, two oxen, 
eight cows, one sheep or goat, and three pigs, but their diversified approach had not 
changed.  Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory also included a significant amount of farming 
equipment showing that the family's oxen and horse helped them work the fields and 
carry goods to market.  Most of these objects were listed in a single grouping, possibly 
representing a single building used for storage (this may have been the cobble-floored 
outbuilding revealed during the 2009 and 2010 excavation seasons).  Included among the 
grouping was a set of ox yolks, three plows (likely ox-drawn), a hay cutter, hay rigging, a 
harrow, a stone drag, an ox sled, a "Market Waggon & Harniss," a "Covered Waggon & 
Harniss," an ox wagon, and an ox cart. 
 In addition to providing labor, livestock were also exploited for their primary and 
secondary products.  Animals produced valuable manure which the Fairbanks used to 
fertilize their fields; a $30 lot of manure was included in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory.  
The family also produced dairy products from their cows' milk, utilizing the new milk 
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room attached to the house sometime around the turn of the 19th century.  The Fairbanks 
used the eight milk cans, four milk pails, and two milk tubs recorded in the probate 
inventory; they also used the milk pans and crocks found in large quantities during the 
2009 and 2010 archaeological excavations.  Unlike cows, oxen, and sheep, pigs were not 
used for their secondary products, but they did offer versatile primary products.  For 
instance, at the time of Ebenezer Jr.'s death, the Fairbanks' basement held 500 pounds of 
salt pork, six "pots" of lard, and 8 "legs" of bacon.  These supplies would provide the 
family with food during the winter and lard for cooking.   
 The family's pigs were probably permitted to root in the Fairbanks woodlands.  
According to Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory, the family owned a seven acre plot of 
woods in Purgatory Swamp, the three-and-a-half acre "Smith wood lot."  In addition, a 
portion of the "Plain lot" was wooded.  In total, the Fairbanks possessed nearly 24 acres 
of woodland, or roughly 15 percent of their total landholdings.  Beyond offering the 
family's pigs a place to root, the woods also provided fire wood that was vital for the 
keeping the Fairbanks warm during the winter.  In preparation for the changing seasons, 
Ebenezer Jr. and his sons used the axes, beetle, and wedges mentioned in Ebenezer Jr.'s 
probate inventory to fell the necessary timber. 
 There is much we can learn about the Fairbanks family's agricultural labor from 
the valuation of Ebenezer's estate, but this is only a partial portrait of their daily lives.  If 
we follow the path of the probate assessors from the fields into the house, we get a sense 
of the Fairbanks House's internal arrangement (Figure 6–13).  Beginning in the eastern 
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addition, the assessor's divided the space into the "East Room," which held some of the 
most expensive bedding in the house, and the "Sitting Room," which contained a $15 
clock in addition to 10 chairs and table.  The probate assessors then moved upstairs to the 
east chamber and then back downstairs into the lean-to.  The latter addition was clearly 
Figure 6–13: Floorplan of the Fairbanks House, circa 1832, showing the path taken 
by probate assessors during the evaluation of Ebenezer Jr.'s estate. Their start and 
end points are indicated by the green and red dots (Figure by author). 
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used for storage as it contained various furniture, cookware, and serving ware.  From the 
lean-to, the men moved into the hall and then into the western addition.  This structure 
was split into a "South Bedroom" and "West Bedroom," with a single chamber above that 
contained more expensive bedding.  The assessors traveled from the South Chamber into 
the "Front Chamber," or room above the parlor, and then downstairs to the "Front Room," 
or parlor.  In the parlor, the assessors listed a $12 set of fireplace implements, two tables, 
chairs, a light stand, mirror, five "waiters" (or wooden trays), four lamps, and a variety of 
serving ware and cutlery, including "3 Large & 2 Small Silver Spoons & Sugar tongs" 
valued at $10.  The next room listed in the inventory was a Cellar; evidently the assessors 
either skipped the hall chamber, or determined that the room did not contain anything of 
value. 
 Based on the arrangement of objects within the Fairbanks House, it is apparent 
that, much like their parents had done before them, Ebenezer Jr. and Mary constructed a 
division of work and social spaces.  By creating a separation of functions, Ebenezer Jr. 
and Mary were able to control which aspects of their daily lives were on display to 
visitors of varying degrees of social proximity, from formal or unfamiliar guests to close 
kin (Figure 6–14).  The first measure of access came in the entryway, where visitors 
could be invited in or turned away.  Guests were then granted easy access to the kitchen, 
the heart and soul of the home (see St. George 1998: 135–141), or to the parlor, the 
primary entertaining space.  If the Fairbanks desired a more casual interaction, they might 
choose to admit their visitors into the eastern addition's sitting room through the eastern 
entryway (itself another degree of access control).  In contrast, the lean-to's storage and 
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Figure 6–14: Floorplan of the Fairbanks House, circa 1832. Room colors indicate 
degrees of access for visitors entering through the front or eastern entryways (yellow 
indicates rooms that were closest to entryways, red indicates rooms farthest from 
entryways). Numbers indicate the number of objects or groups of objects listed in 
each room in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory (Figure by author). 
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work functions could only be seen by passing through multiple doorways.  Similarly, to 
reach the two rooms that contained the family's most expensive bedding, guests had to 
pass through four doors, and in the case of the south chamber, a set of stairs.  In general, 
as one traveled deeper into the house, she moved from formal to informal spaces, from 
social to work spaces, and from observed to unobserved spaces.  It is important to 
remember that these were not rigid attributes; rooms could be adapted at various times for 
various purposes—it was simply a matter of shifting movable objects from one room to 
the next.  The arrangement reflected in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory demonstrates one 
layout the Fairbanks used to control access to and visibility of activities within their 
home. 
 Ebenezer Jr. and Mary reiterated the differences in room functions by placing 
particular types and quantities of material culture in particular spaces.  Of the 105 objects 
or object groups listed inside the home (excluding the cellar), 75 of them were located in 
the parlor (31), sitting room (16), or lean-to (28) (see Figure 6–14).  By comparison, the 
probate assessors only identified a single object group in the east chamber, south 
chamber, and west bedroom: "Bedstead bed & Beding."  The Fairbanks distributed their 
material culture according to its social capital.  Individually, objects such as silver spoons 
and expensive fireplace tools communicated material wealth while collectively, the 
accumulation of objects connected the Fairbanks family to a broad system of industry and 
exchange.  Charting this dizzying spiral of commodities in more genteel spaces, Bushman 
(1993: 263) argues that although a family's quest for material culture was centered within 
the home, it quickly grew beyond it: 
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Activity circled out to the builders who constructed the house and the 
storekeepers and artisans who provided the furnishings, and then to the 
rising industrial organizations with their armies of workers that came to 
life to supply the hundreds of thousands of genteel dwellings built,  
remodeled, and furnished in the first half of the nineteenth century. 
While the Fairbanks house did not resemble the refined rural estates which Bushman 
describes (to return to Larkin [1994], the family occupied a position between country 
mediocrity and rural improvement), there was a multi-scalar character to the Fairbanks' 
material culture—accruing objects locally identified them with a vast economic network 
within an increasingly globalized world.  Ebenezer Jr. and Mary were aware of the 
communicative power of their possessions and arranged them accordingly.  According to 
Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory, rooms in the Fairbanks House with greater degrees of 
access featured larger quantities of material culture whereas rooms that were more 
difficult for visitors to reach held fewer objects.  When hosting guests, the Fairbanks 
could demonstrate their participation in global networks.  When in the comfort of their 
own bedrooms, such social measures were less important and less observed. 
 Ebenezer Jr. and Mary also maintained an awareness of appearances when they 
were outside of their homes, in much the same way that Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence had 
in the years earlier.  While they kept a number of vehicles for the transportation of goods, 
including three types of wagons and an ox cart, the family also owned more comfortable 
means of conveyance, namely a sleigh and the chaise passed down from the previous 
generation.  When Ebenezer Jr., Mary, and their family traveled through Dedham in their 
chaise, they communicated their connection to their local economy (and the people who 
sustained it and whom it sustained).  They also participated in community organizations 
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and functions.  For example, Ebenezer Jr. was a member of the Norfolk Musical Society, 
serving as its librarian in 1814 ("Norfolk Musical Society" 1814).  Social venues such as 
this provided the Fairbanks family with a means of interacting with a broad network of 
people, allowing them to form important relationships and maintain an engaged 
appearance within the community.  This concern with appearances certainly played a role 
during the family's weekly church attendance.  While at church, the Fairbanks stabled 
their horses in the nearby horse shed and sat in their family pew, "No. 14 in Rev. Mr. 
Lamson's Meeting House," as specified in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory.  The pew was 
likely the same one passed from Ebenezer Sr. and the same one that would be passed 
from Mary Fairbanks to her daughters after her death (NCPR, Docket #6441, 6473).  The 
eldest members of the family probably traveled to the meeting house in the chaise (it was 
likely not large enough to accommodate every family member) so their approach could 
be admired.  Once there, they could reconnect with friends and neighbors before and after 
participating in the church service. 
 Church was undoubtedly an important place for intra-community socialization, 
but the Fairbanks pew bore a significance that is not readily apparent upon a superficial 
reading of Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory.  In the early 19th century, conflict arose 
between members of Dedham's First Congregational Church and church officials over the 
appointment of a new minister.  The previous minister, Reverend Dr. Joshua Bates, 
endured a tenure of lukewarm reception by the parish before he left Dedham in 1818 to 
become president of Middlebury College (Worthington 1827: 110).  Bates left a parish 
divided between a minority of church officials and "old church members" (respected 
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citizens who feared their counterparts had "come under the influence of wickedness in 
high places" [Worthington 1827: 110]) and a majority of parishioners (Mann 1847: 108).  
In addition to political differences, there were also theological questions at stake relating 
to differing opinions on the doctrine of trinitarian worship (Worthington 1827: 115).   
When a new minister, Reverend Alvan Lamson, was elected by the parish, the minority 
group vehemently protested his ordination (Worthington 1827: 112–113).  The dispute 
pitted parishioners against church officials; the ancient right of a parish to choose its 
leader was at stake.  The case was heard by a council of regional church leaders, who 
ruled in favor of Rev. Lamson's ordination.  This ruling prompted the minority group of 
officials and parishioners to break away from the First Church, declare themselves the 
official "First Church," and claim all funds belonging to the rightful First Church 
(Worthington 1827: 113).   After the complaint reached the Supreme Court in Boston in 
1821, it was determined that although the seceding group was well within its rights to 
split from the parish, Rev. Lamson's flock was the official First Church and thus, the 
proper governors of its finances (Mann 1847: 108).  Not to be easily rebuked, the 
dissenting group built their own meeting house, the New Congregational Church, directly 
across High Street from the old church (Figure 6–15). 
 Beyond the squabbling of Dedham's citizens, this case is interesting because of 
the Fairbanks decision to align themselves with Rev. Lamson's parish.  The New 
Congregationalists consisted of church officials and a splinter sect of official church 
members (both Ebenezer Jr. and Mary had become official members of the First Church 
by 1811).  Most of the New Congregationalists were respected citizens, yet in this 
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instance, Ebenezer Jr. and Mary sided with the First Congregational Church parish.  
There were likely several reasons for this decision, such as the family's political 
leanings,3
                                                 
3 Ebenezer Jr. was likely a Democratic-Republican supporter; in his diary, Nathaniel Ames 
described traveling to a town meeting with Ebenezer Jr. for "distribu'n 286 printed Addresses to 
the Citizens of Massachusetts on the approaching Election," noting also that Ebenezer Jr. "took 1 
himself" (Hanson 1998: 927).  Ames despised the Federalist Party, so we might safely assume 
that Ebenezer Jr. shared his view since the two allied to distribute election flyers (probably in 
anticipation of the 1810 victory of Democratic-Republican James Madison over Federalist 
candidate Rufus King) (Hanson 1998: i). 
 the choices of their friends and relatives, and their relationship with Rev. Bates 
and Rev. Lamson.  Also significant, however, was the fact that by remaining in the First 
Congregational Church, Ebenezer Jr. and Mary were linking their household to the 
Fairbanks lineage who had held a pew in the original meeting house.  Similarly, they 
rooted their family to Dedham's first church, connecting the Fairbanks name to a 
historical institution that originated in 1638, two years after Jonathan, Grace, and their 
children had arrived in the town.  Thus Ebenezer Jr. and Mary's decision may have been a 
Figure 6–15: Detail 
of Smith and Walling 
map of Dedham, 
circa 1851, showing 
the locations of the 
First Congregational 
Church of Dedham 
(shown in red) and 
the New 
Congregational 
Church (shown in 
blue) (Figure by 
author, from Smith 
and Walling map). 
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political choice, but it may have also been an indicator of their willingness to look 
backwards in time for means of identifying themselves and show that they were 
imbedded in their community, like their parents before them.  Their heritage was a 
tangible marker of their identity, one that influenced decisions in their contemporary 
lives. 
 Until this point, I have discussed various data that offer insight into the Fairbanks 
family's daily lives, while relying heavily on Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory.  From this 
analysis, it is clear that Ebenezer Jr., Mary, and their family worked hard to manage their 
farmstead, while also participating in community sociability as a means of maintaining 
their identity.  In nearly every aspect of their lives, the Fairbanks family projected the 
image of industrious, respectable agriculturalists.  There is, however, a final component 
of Ebenezer Jr.'s probate docket that has an important bearing on our understanding of 
Ebenezer Jr.'s life: a list of debts claimed against him (Table 6–1).  After his death, 17 
people claimed debts against Ebenezer Jr.'s estate, with claims ranging from $36 to $669.  
The total amount Ebenezer Jr. was said to owe was $3,407.17.  Because this amount 
exceeded the value of his personal belongings, Mary Fairbanks was ordered to sell her 
late husband's land to cover his debts (NCPR, Docket #6442).  Although the estate had 
fluctuated in size during the prior generations, it had generally hovered between 75 and 
150 acres.  After Ebenezer Jr.'s death, it would steadily shrink as land was sold to meet 
the family's debts until it reached its current size of 0.875 acres in the late 19th century 
(Smith 1882). 
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NAME TYPE OF CLAIM AMOUNT 
Eliphalet Mason Notes and interest 110.50 
William W. Mason Notes and interest 110.50 
Mrs. Sally Fisher Notes and interest 578.00 
Mrs. Hannah Dean Two notes and interest 669.00 
Reuben Farrington Notes and interest 110.50 
Stephen Fales Notes and interest 110.50 
Edward Whiting Notes and interest 56.00 
Prudence Farrington Notes and interest 110.50 
John Bates Notes and interest 421.27 
Sylvester Talbot Notes and interest 110.50 
Otis Farrington Notes and interest 110.50 
Jason Ellis Notes and interest 221.00 
Asahel Smith Notes and interest 230.00 
Pliny Bingham Notes and interest 120.00 
Norman Clarke Notes and interest 239.40 
Doct. Jeremy Stimson Account 63.00 
Capt. P. Bingham Account 36.00 
TOTAL  3,407.17 
   
Source: NCPR, Docket #6442   
 
 A closer look at the list of claimants shows that Ebenezer Jr. had borrowed 
extensively from various members of the community.  Fifteen of the seventeen claims 
were for "notes and interest"; the remaining two claims were accounts with a doctor, Dr. 
Jeremy Stimson, and an individual named "Capt. P. Bingham."  The claims for notes and 
interest were made by friends, family, and neighbors.  For example, Ebenezer Jr. owed 
Table 6–1: List of debts claimed against the estate of Ebenezer Jr. (Table by author). 
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his son-in-law Jason Ellis $221 (Ellis married Ebenezer Jr.'s daughter Sukey Davis in 
1806; Fairbanks 1897: 157).   He also owed $110.50 to one-time co-conspirator Reuben 
Farrington, who was a childhood friend of Jason Fairbanks.  Asahel Smith, a Dedham 
farmer who claimed a debt of $230, documented the money that he lent Ebenezer Jr. in 
his diary, recording two notes of $100 written on June 14, 1830 and November 15, 1830 
(Smith n.d.).  On December 3rd of 1831, Smith noted that Ebenezer Jr. paid $12 in 
interest on his loans (Smith n.d.).  Ebenezer Jr. also accrued larger debts with other 
members of town, such as Mrs. Sally Fisher (owed $578), widow of Josiah S. Fisher.  
Josiah Fisher was prominent member of the town, having represented Dedham in the 
General Court in 1824 ("Representatives to the General Court" 1824); he also was a 
sealer of weights and measures ("All the inhabitants" 1800) and an amateur inventor 
("Bakers Attend!" 1825).  The largest debt ($669) was due to Mrs. Hannah Dean for two 
personal notes and interest.  Ebenezer Jr. also owed $421.27 to John Bates; although 
several men by that name lived in the Boston area during the early 19th century, the one 
who claimed debts against Ebenezer Jr.'s estate may have been a young man who worked 
in Dedham as a blacksmith's apprentice from roughly 1812 to 1818 (Tapley 1918: 2).  
Pliny Bingham, who claimed a debt of $120, was also a local blacksmith (Tritsch 1981: 
62).  Advertisements in the Village Register and Norfolk County Advertiser announced 
Bingham's sale of lumber, shingles, and hardware ("Lumber, &c. for sale" 1820, 1821) 
and an 1829 notice in the same paper announced Bingham's intention to hire a 
"journeyman blacksmith" ("Journeyman Blacksmith" 1829).  It is also possible that 
Eliphalet Mason, to whom Ebenezer Jr. owed $110.50, was a carpenter or wheelwright; 
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Asahel Smith's diary reports two instances in which Smith purchased  two wheels and a 
horse wagon body and shafts from Mason in October and December of 1818 (Smith n.d.).  
The last remaining individual whose occupation has been identified is Sylvester Talbot, 
who claimed a debt of $110.50 from Ebenezer Jr.'s estate.  Talbot worked as a 
watchmaker and jeweler in Dedham in the early 19th century (Burleigh 1887: 82; Tritsch 
1981: 89).   
 The occupations of most of the claimants have not been identified; they may have 
been farmhands who assisted the family with their agricultural labor, or perhaps they 
provided some other good or service to the Fairbanks household.  Another possibility is 
that many of the debts represent cash loans; seven of the claims (from Eliphalet Mason, 
William W. Mason, Reuben Farrington, Stephen Fales, Prudence Farrington, Sylvester 
Talbot, and Otis Farrington) were for $110.50, which may represent a $100 loan, plus 
interest.   An examination of the claimants also reveals certain community bonds.  For 
instance, Ebenezer Jr. owed money to three members of the Farrington family.  This 
relationship is not surprising given the family's neighborly proximity and childhood 
associations.  The fact that Ebenezer Jr. incurred debts from two Masons and two 
Binghams may also indicate his social ties to those families.  What is perhaps most 
surprising is that Ebenezer Jr. owed $110.50 to Stephen Fales; it is difficult to imagine a 
member of the Fales family extending credit to any Fairbanks, let alone one so close to 
Elizabeth Fales' accused murderer.  His willingness to call in the debt after Ebenezer Jr.'s 
death may have indicated his desire to extract what was owed to him by a family of 
which he was not fond.  This entry reminds us that the list of claimants against Ebenezer 
337 
Jr.'s estate was likely not only a record of debts resulting from familial kindness and 
community ties, but also remnants of dispassionate business arrangements forged out of 
necessity. 
 Nineteenth-century New Englanders had very particular attitudes towards debt, 
understanding it as the occasional result of economic risk and believing it was the enemy 
of industriousness and prudence (Mann 2002; Whitney 1991).  To have debt was not 
dishonest; to evade one's debtors was (Whitney 1991: 65).  Yet the concept of "honor," 
when associated with debt in the capitalist economy of the new nation, was, according to 
historian Bruce Mann, "anachronistic" and "did not eliminate debtor's legal obligations to 
repay their debts" (2002: 260).  Those that could not or did not pay risked being thrown 
into debtor's prisons.  Debt was also linked in moral commentary to vanity, avarice, and 
idleness, though some of these attitudes would reverse in the 1840s when debt became 
linked to industrial improvements (Whitney 1991: 68–73, 92–93).  Borrowers and lenders 
tended to conduct business locally with individuals within their social circles, a practice 
that provided lenders with additional security (because they knew who they were lending 
to) and occasionally afforded borrowers with leniency in resolving their debts (Whitney 
1991: 207–211).  By living off of the interest from their loans or simply refusing to 
collect money owed, lenders demonstrated their business acumen, financial stability, and 
neighborly charity within a tightly-knit residential network. 
 If we step back and consider Ebenezer Jr.'s debts more generally, it seems that he 
and Mary were struggling to stay financially afloat.  That he carried debt is not 
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surprising; community interactions traversed a complex web of credit, labor, and material 
culture.  We also cannot be sure that those who claimed debts actually intended to collect 
them.  They may have been content to continue collecting interest, or perhaps the elderly 
widow Mary Fairbanks (76 years old) and her middle-aged daughters were viewed 
sympathetically by Ebenezer Jr.'s creditors, many of whom were friends, relatives, and 
neighbors.  Many of debts were eventually paid in some capacity after the Probate Court 
ordered Mary to sell real estate to meet her husband's liabilities (NCPR, Docket #6442).  
Even after doing so, some of the same names appeared on a list of claimants against 
Mary's estate following her 1843 death (NCPR, Docket #6473).  The fact that much of 
Ebenezer Jr.'s debt was carried by his family beyond his death and even that of his wife 
that demonstrates just how precarious their financial situation had become.  The situation 
does not appear to have been the result of intergenerational decisions.  The 1784 tax 
valuation of the Fairbanks estate, then overseen by Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence, did not 
include any debts owed by the family to other members of the community (Massachusetts 
1784 Tax Valuation).  Similarly, Ebenezer Sr.'s probate docket did not contain any 
documents relating to the settlement of debts.  Therefore it seems that Ebenezer Jr., Mary, 
and their family were responsible for the debts outlined in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate docket. 
 There were likely a number of contributing factors that led the Fairbanks family 
to incur such a significant amount of debt.  Sometime around the turn of the 19th century, 
they had commissioned the construction of major additions to their house.  Perhaps some 
of the costs of this work were reflected in the debts owed to Pliny Bingham and John 
Bates.  The family also hired well-known defense attorneys to defend Jason Fairbanks 
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during his 1801 murder trial.  Ebenezer Jr. may have incurred additional debts while he 
prepared Jason's declaration pamphlet for publication.  In the years that followed the trial, 
Jason's legal expenses may have forced the family to borrow money from friends, such as 
Reuben Farrington, and family, such as Jason Ellis.  While juggling construction and trial 
costs, the Fairbanks family also had a farm to run, a task that was becoming increasingly 
difficult during the 19th century.  In a time of westward expansion and agricultural 
growth in the Midwestern and southern United States, crop prices were falling and farm 
labor prices were increasing (see Larkin 1988).  Hired help would have been crucial to 
Ebenezer Jr. and Mary who by 1816 had only three daughters living at home, and no 
sons—Calvin had died in 1800 and four of the other children had married and established 
their own homes (Sukey Davis in 1806, William in 1812, Mary in 1815, and Joshua 
1816) (Fairbanks 1897: 157, 300).  The family probably received assistance in major jobs 
from nearby kin, but they almost certainly were forced to hire farmhands to help 
Ebenezer Jr. with the daily work.  This likely became even more necessary as Ebenezer 
Jr. grew older; he was 72 years old when he secured two loans from Asahel Smith in 
1830, money which was likely used to purchase supplies and maintain the productivity of 
the family farm (Smith n.d.).  Ebenezer Jr. paid only the interest on his loans the 
following year, which may indicate that he was not prepared to pay against the principle 
while juggling his other liabilities.  Beset by expenses from all sides, the family's debts 
mounted and when Ebenezer Jr. died, the claimants emerged to declare what was owed. 
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Summary 
 Ebenezer Jr. and Mary Fairbanks worked hard to maintain their family's 
respectable identity in the face of major setbacks.  Following in his father's footsteps, 
Ebenezer Jr. established a public economic persona through his participation in the local 
real estate market.  Although he and Mary would eventually inherit their parents' estate, 
Ebenezer Jr. endeavored to create his own legacy through his land purchases and sales.  
In doing so, he also consolidated the Fairbanks landholdings, making daily agricultural 
labor more efficient.  As Ebenezer Jr. built himself in the image of the "self-made man," 
Mary demonstrated to the community that she was a capable steward of the family's 
morality.  She joined the First Congregational Church soon after her first children were 
born, illustrating her devotion to their proper upbringing.  Together with their parents, 
nearby kin, and hired farmhands, the Fairbanks family worked their fields, tended their 
livestock, and managed their agricultural enterprise.  When Jason Fairbanks' trial 
threatened the family's identity, Ebenezer Jr. fought first by helping his brother escape 
prison, then by financing his defense, testifying on his behalf, and publishing on his 
character.  Yet when despite these efforts, Jason was executed for Elizabeth Fales' 
murder, Ebenezer Jr. and Mary began the difficult task of distancing their family from 
Jason's memory.  This process began with Ebenezer Jr.'s pamphlet, but continued for the 
next 32 years as the Fairbanks altered their house and their lives to project an identity of 
peaceful, industrious respectability.  They altered their dwelling to make their daily 
labors more efficient and maximize their control over spatial access and engagement with 
their material culture.  When in public, the Fairbanks were aware of their community's 
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perceptions; their mode of transportation referenced their community ties and they 
participated in local social and religious events.  The Fairbanks family did not seek, nor 
could they hope to attain, an identity of urban elite, or even rural improvement.   Their 
house, while larger, was no grander, with its unpainted exterior, low and dark interior, 
and yard strewn with household refuse.  They certainly had, however, risen above the 
label of "country mediocrity" by projecting an image of industry, charity, and prudence. 
 The Fairbanks' efforts to maintain a respectable identity ultimately left them 
deeply in debt.  After Ebenezer Jr.'s death in 1832, the claimants against his estate 
showed the extent to which the family had struggled to preserve their position in the 
Dedham community.  Archaeologist Mary Beaudry documented a similar phenomenon of 
identity salvaging at the Spencer-Pierce-Little farm in Newburyport, Massachusetts 
(2008).  While 18th-century merchant Nathaniel Tracy and his family no doubt possessed 
greater social capital than the Fairbanks family, Beaudry's study nevertheless provides an 
example of a man who used socialization and domestic entertaining to preserve his 
family's stature after their fortunes had diminished.  Tracy also took an active role in 
researching and presenting his family's genealogy to the Massachusetts Historical Society 
in an attempt to clarify the reputation of his lineage (Beaudry 2008: 183).  Tracy's 
emphasis on establishing his family's heritage mirrors Ebenezer Jr. and Mary's decision to 
uphold their ties to Dedham's First Congregational Church, an institution with 17th- 
century origins where their family had held a pew for generations.  Like Nathaniel Tracy, 
Ebenezer Jr. and Mary recognized the need to "[preserve] the family's social fund, 
assuring that the family name continued to be respected" (Beaudry 2008: 194). 
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 Ebenezer Jr.'s death marked a major transition in the Fairbanks estate's history.  
Though he died in 1832, Ebenezer Jr. may have been sick for a period prior to his death.  
Archaeological excavations of the cobble-floored outbuilding near the dwelling revealed 
an ironstone urinal bedpan (Figure 6–16).  Because Ebenezer Jr. was the last permanent 
male member of the Fairbanks household, it is possible that he used the urinal while on 
his deathbed in the early 1830s.4
                                                 
4 I use the term "permanent" here because it is probable that other individuals lived on the 
homestead with Mary Fairbanks and her daughters after Ebenezer Jr.'s death.  Evidently 
Prudence, Sally, Nancy, and Rebecca Fairbanks shared a portion of the house with Rebecca's 
brother-in-law, Rufus Mills, from 1869 until 1895.  Thus it is possible that the urinal was used by 
Mills in his later years, although the archaeological deposit containing the urinal pre-dates his 
death in 1895 (Fairbanks 1897: 301).  
  Ebenezer Jr. was well-remembered beyond his death.  
According to a source interviewed by Fairbanks family genealogist Lorenzo Sayles 
Fairbanks, Ebenezer Jr. was considered to have been "a man of stately manner, and 
esteemed as one of the solid men of that day" (Fairbanks 1897: 157).  Evidently the 
family's efforts to preserve their respectable image had succeeded.  After Ebenezer Jr. 
Figure 6–16: 
Ironstone urinal 
bedpan found at the 
Fairbanks House 
(Photo by author). 
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died, the estate and its associated debts passed to Mary Fairbanks, who initiated a shift in 
household productivity away from agriculture.  Though the Fairbanks' landholdings 
would eventually shrink to a fraction of their early 19th-century size, Mary and her 
daughters would continue to promote their family's lineage and its connections to 
Dedham's ancient past. 
 
A Rise and Fall 
 For the Fairbanks family, the post-Revolutionary period was one of the most 
tumultuous times in their lengthy history.  During the war, members of the extended 
family marched with their relatives and neighbors into an uncertain future.  Those that 
came home found the beginnings of a new social and political order, one that would 
change the way they saw themselves and each other.  The changes ushered in by a nation 
trying to establish a place in global society were inherently multi-scalar.  Rural farmers 
connected with merchants at home and abroad more regularly and extensively than ever 
before.  The novel fashions introduced by changing circumstances allowed individuals to 
reinvent themselves, altering their families' socio-political trajectories.  Taking advantage 
of these opportunities, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence Fairbanks worked to build a name for 
themselves and their children.  Ebenezer Sr. expanded his family's ancestral estate, while 
Prudence labored within the home to portray the family as patriotic and wholesome. 
 In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the Fairbanks family's relationship with 
their land was characterized by exchange.  Both Ebenezer Sr. and Ebenezer Jr. added and 
subtracted parcels of land, altering the physical durations of their landscape in accordance 
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with their family's socio-economic needs and values (see Figure 6–10).  Each man 
participated in local land exchanges, securing his masculinity by projecting the image of 
a public, economically successful head of household.  Arguably this intangible duration 
lasted only until Ebenezer Jr.'s death, after which his creditors came calling.  Certainly 
Ebenezer Sr. and Ebenezer Jr. also hoped that their endeavors would prepare a future for 
their children amid an increasingly difficult agricultural situation.  This process of 
establishing a competency was evidenced by Ebenezer Sr.'s efforts to acquire full 
ownership of the homestead and acquire additional land over the course of approximately 
30 years.  Ebenezer Sr. likely hoped to establish a future for his children in Dedham, one 
that might persuade them from embracing  the mobility that that pushed younger 
generations away from the long-settled towns of the East Coast to the frontiers.  He and 
Prudence could not help all of their children; they would lose Joshua to the New York-
Canadian border town of Lewiston and sons William, Abner, and Jason to natural deaths 
and an execution.  Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence may have aimed to keep their eldest son in 
Dedham when, in the latter stages of Ebenezer Sr.'s life, he ceded control over the 
family's land to Ebenezer Jr., who in turn used the estate to construct his own identity as a 
"self-made man."  Both men also took steps to increase the efficiency of their family's 
agricultural operation by selling distant land and acquiring plots closer to the homestead.  
These efforts bore a loose resemblance to later notions of effective farming practices 
made popular during the Progressive farming era. 
 At every stage of their lives, the Fairbanks family made choices to alter the 
durational trajectories of their landscape in accordance with their lineal family values, 
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attempting to ensure the security and longevity of their family's identity.  After Jason 
Fairbanks' trial, Ebenezer Sr., Prudence, Ebenezer Jr., and Mary worked together to once 
again restructure the Fairbanks image.  Using published declarations, manipulations of 
their public appearance, and material alterations to the exterior and interior of their house, 
the Fairbanks at once maintained Jason's innocence, distanced themselves from his 
actions and character, and bolstered their status as peaceful, respectable citizens.  Soon 
after the trial, though he had lost two sons and a grandson, Ebenezer Sr. wrote his will as 
a promise to Ebenezer Jr. that the estate would one day be his, thereby giving him the 
ability to maintain the family's hold on their ancestral land.  Ebenezer Jr. and Mary 
continued to promote the family within the community by participating in local social 
events.  When forced to declare their religious loyalties, the couple sided with the 
established First Church, demonstrating their religious and political beliefs and linking 
their name with one of the town's earliest institutions.  From consummating business 
deals to forming ties with neighbors and community figures, the Fairbanks family strove 
incessantly towards a brighter future. 
 Fortune did its best to hinder the family's accomplishments, introducing setbacks 
of varying sizes.  Some, like the Jason Fairbanks trial, were sudden and turbulent, 
requiring the concerted exertions from every family member to collectively overcome.  
Others, like the decline in grain prices, were navigated by shifting emphasis from grain 
cultivation to potato cultivation (note the 300 bushels of potatoes tabulated in the 
Fairbanks' cellar during the 1833 assessment of Ebenezer Jr.'s estate).  Still other 
tribulations, like the increase in labor costs, slowly wore away at the family's finances 
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and over time, allowed a steady trickle of debt to flood the estate.  In the years after 
Ebenezer Jr.'s death, Mary and her daughters clung to the roots their predecessors had 
planted at the homestead, regularly returning to their family's historical ties to Dedham 
and its ancient beginnings.  In their veneration of their family's lineage, the Fairbanks 
women expressed the sentiment of preservation and heritage that is manifest in the 
Fairbanks House museum today. 
 
The Fairbanks House: A Quiet Monument 
 The Fairbanks families who dwelled in the homestead during the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries enjoyed a period of success interspersed with tragedy.  They also 
featured the last male heads of household to own and occupy the original house.  The 
next three periods of ownership, helmed by Fairbanks women, again altered the tangible 
and intangible durations of the landscape, steering the estate away from its agricultural 
past towards a heritage-oriented future.  It is in this heritage focus that contemporary 
visitors are exposed to the significant landscape changes made by Ebenezer Sr. and 
Prudence, Ebenezer Jr. and Mary, and their families.  These households did their best to 
ensure that the family remained rooted in the ancestral home.  Because they worked to 
create a future for its children, the Fairbanks maintained their presence in Dedham.  The 
stability of the family's local identity was arguably the most important durational 
trajectory.  These households were also responsible for the most dramatic alterations to 
Fairbanks landscape.  Though the family faded somewhat from Dedham's social stage, 
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later generations retreated to their ancestral home and preserved it, ensuring that their 
memories and those of their forbearers could be appreciated by generations to come. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
FROM HOUSE TO HOUSE MUSEUM: THE FAIRBANKS HOUSEHOLDS IN 
THE 19TH AND EARLY 20TH CENTURIES 
 
Introduction: From House to House Museum 
 America was still a young nation by the middle of the 19th century, but it was 
growing rapidly.  Populations boomed, fueled by European immigration.  Industry 
evolved quickly and spurred manufacturing, which in turn led to new economic 
opportunities and the emergence of industrial towns throughout New England.   At the 
same time, tensions over the governance of the relatively new nation erupted into war.  
The violent conflict changed the face of the country.   By the late 19th century, 
Americans had developed a new understanding of their nation's history as the national 
socio-cultural landscape was altered.  The Fairbanks family navigated its own transitions.  
Mary Fairbanks guided the household away from its agricultural operation, and, after her 
death, her daughters capitalized on the family's heritage to maintain their identity.  The 
Fairbanks households drastically altered the physical durations of their property to help 
them negotiate their changing socio-economic circumstances and they created and 
promoted intangible durations to celebrate their family's legacy.  Interest in Fairbanks 
history was shared by many and its cultivation would pave the way for the opening of the 
Fairbanks House museum in the early 20th century. 
 In this chapter, I outline the history of the Fairbanks family from the period 
spanning 1843 to 1904 using archaeological, documentary, and oral sources.  I begin by 
using deed and probate records to describe Mary's attempts to settle her husband's affairs 
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while upholding the family's identity within the Dedham community.   Next I use 
archaeological data recovered from the 2010 excavations to speak to the lives of 
Prudence, Sally, and Nancy Fairbanks  (I interpreted this material as the result of a period 
of household clearing undertaken sometime after Mary's death in 1843).  The sisters' 
promotion of their family's heritage is informed by oral testimony, newspaper articles, 
and historical photographs.  I then analyze published accounts of the Fairbanks house and 
its history, which were often aided by interviews with the Fairbanks women, to locate 
various late 19th-century conceptions of heritage.  Finally, using different written 
records, I trace the life of Rebecca Fairbanks, her departure from the Fairbanks House, 
and the conversion of the property from house to house museum. 
 
Nineteenth-Century Shifts 
 In the years following the American Civil War, survivors from both sides of the 
conflict wrote and rewrote the factors that contributed to the bloody dispute.  Jefferson 
Davis stated in 1861 that his rejection of President Abraham Lincoln's attempts to end the 
institution of slavery drove him to unite the southern states (McPherson 2007: 3).  Yet in 
the period after the war ended in 1865, Davis and his fellow secessionists described the 
disagreement as one over state's rights in the face of an increasingly over-reaching federal 
government (McPherson 2007: 4).  By the time they were writing the history of their 
endeavor, slavery had been abolished, and, as historian James McPherson writes, "to 
concede that the Confederacy had broken up the United States and launched a war that 
killed 620,000 Americans in a vain attempt to keep four million people in slavery would 
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not confer honor on a lost cause" (2007: 4).  Both northern and southern writers 
compared their causes, and those fighting for them, to the country's struggle for 
independence from Britain nearly 100 years prior (McPherson 2009: 2–3).  Ultimately 
though, no amount of revision could change the events that had shook the young nation. 
 There is no way to overstate the impact of the Civil War on the country's social, 
political, and economic character, yet these events were part of broader currents of 
change that began before the conflict and continued long after it.  The nation's 
demography and settlement patterns shifted  throughout the 19th century.  Between 1820 
and 1870, the population in New England and the Mid-Atlantic region increased from 4.8 
to 13.2 million people, driven by sharp rises in the number of individuals immigrating 
from Europe (Danhof 1969: 7).  Much of this increase was felt in urban areas, where 
growth outpaced infrastructure development as the population multiplied an estimated 
14.5 times and gaps in the socio-economic hierarchy widened.  This growth was less 
significant in rural New England towns (including many in central and western 
Massachusetts) that had been settled for a long time, which historian Hal Barron 
attributed to the limited supply of the "least mobile and least flexible factor of 
production—land" (1984: 10).  With less available land, older rural towns attracted fewer 
people.  Dedham, however, did increase throughout much of the 19th century.  The 
town's population rose from 3,117 in 1830 to 6,641 in 1885, an annual growth of 2.06 
percent over 55 years (Chickering 1846: 29; Dedham Assessors 1885: 166).  This was 
slightly less than the 3.5 percent annual growth of New England and the Mid-Atlantic 
states during a similar period, but it was far different than locations in Massachusetts 
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counties such as Berkshire and Franklin that saw the population totals in many of their 
towns decrease (16of 26 towns in Franklin County, for instance, shrank in population in 
the ten years between 1850 and 1860; DeWitt 1857: 207–208). 
 We can see evidence of Dedham's growth by comparing 19th-century maps of the 
town (Figures 7–1, 7–2, and 7–3).  For example, a comparison of an 1833 map produced 
by John S. Hales and an 1853 map created by N. Smith and H. F. Walling, we can see a 
number of changes made in the 20 year interim (see Figures 7–1 and 7–2).  One such 
change was the construction of new roads in the southwestern and western portions of 
town as West and South Dedham continued to develop (e.g., Sandy Valley St.).  Another 
notable alteration was the introduction of new roads and houses to the east of Dedham 
Village.  This area would be a locus for development in the latter stages of the 19th 
century.  The location of this expansion is perhaps not surprising because of the increased 
importance of industry in Dedham, which primary occurred in northern and northeastern 
Dedham along the Charles River and its tributaries (see Chapter 6).  This development is 
especially evident in an 1893 map of the South Shore and Norfolk County made by 
George Walker (see Figure 7–3).  Where once there were scattered farms, east Dedham 
now featured the gridded neighborhoods of Elmwood and Oakdale, with additional 
expansion southeast of the Charles River.  The Elmwood neighborhood was surveyed for 
the Elmwood Land Company in 1871 and at least a portion of the Oakdale neighborhood 
development is shown on a land plan from the same year (NCLP, 6: 202, 414: 900).  An 
addition rail line ran south of the new neighborhoods, a sign of Dedham's increasing 
importance as a transportation hub.  Where train lines intersected, residential   
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Figure 7–1: Detail of John S. Hales map of Boston, c. 1833, showing the town of 
Dedham (Figure by author, from  Hales map). 
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Figure 7–2: Smith and Walling map of Dedham, c. 1853 (Map reproduction 
courtesy of the Norman B. Leventhal Map Center at the Boston Public Library). 
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Figure 7–3: Detail of George Walker map of the South Shore and Norfolk 
County, c. 1893 (Figure by author, map reproduction courtesy of the Norman B. 
Leventhal Map Center at the Boston Public Library). 
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expansion was evident (note the neighborhoods around the Islington post office in 
southern Dedham).  Perhaps the most notable sign of the town's growth was the 
separation of Norwood (incorporated in 1872) from Dedham (Lockridge 1985: 99).  
Development in western Dedham would lead to the final separation when the town of 
Westwood was incorporated in 1897 (Lockridge 1985: 99). 
 We can likely attribute Dedham's growth to two central factors: its proximity to 
Boston, a city whose population more than tripled from 136,881 to 448,447 between 
1850 and 1890 (Kennedy 1994: 256–257), and a diversification in occupations that saw a 
shift away from agriculture.  Census records show that by 1880, many Massachusetts 
residents no longer considered agriculture to be their primary occupation.  An 1850 
tabulation of occupations in Massachusetts stated that of 295,319 males above the age of 
10,  55,082 (18.65 percent) identified themselves as farmers and another 52,661 
identified themselves as laborers (17.83 percent) (DeBow 1853: 57).  By 1880, out of the 
720,774 residents of Massachusetts who held an occupation of any sort, the number of 
both "men and women  engaged in agriculture" was 64,973, or just 9.01 percent of the 
population (Statistics of the Population of the United States 1883: 712; even if this figure 
did not take laborers into account, the decline was steep).  In terms of participants, 
agriculture was outpaced by professional and personal services (170,160; 23.61 percent) 
and trade and transportation (115,376; 16.01 percent), and it paled in comparison to 
manufacturing, mechanical, and mining industries (370,265; 51.37 percent) (Statistics of 
the Population of the United States 1883: 712–713).  In Norfolk County, population 
totals increased from 78,892 to 97,507 between 1850 and 1880, but the total amount of 
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agricultural land (both improved and unimproved) decreased by roughly one-third (from 
175,325 acres to 119,013 acres) and the value of the county's farms decreased by nearly 3 
million dollars (from roughly 13 million to 10.5 million) (DeBow 1853: 58; Statistics of 
the Population of the United States 1883: 34; Report of the Productions of Agriculture 
1883: 120).  Though Dedham was not a major industrial center, the increase in 
neighborhood development and introduction of new factories and rail lines in the early 
and mid 19th century suggests that like the rest of Norfolk County, Dedham was 
transitioning away from widespread agricultural subsistence. 
 For many of those who continued to farm, agricultural strategies in various parts 
of the nation changed, or did not change, at varying rates.  Western and southern farms 
continued to grow, and, as railroads stretched their tendrils farther into the heart of the 
country, the transportation of crops to eastern markets became more feasible (Bidwell 
and Falconer 1925: 307).  Farm machinery too continued to evolve, allowing for more 
efficient husbandry provided one had the capital to invest in one's enterprise (Larkin 
1988:47–50).  Despite shifts in technology, new tools were adopted gradually, or not at 
all, in nearly all but the largest commercial enterprises (Larkin 1988: 49; Barron 1984: 8).  
With new technology and available land, agriculture grew rapidly in recently settled 
areas, but this expansion was less pronounced in many areas of New England (Barron 
1984: 10–11).  As Barron writes, New England agriculture still operated at the household 
level as "older rural areas reached a kind of equilibrium" (1984: 14).  While many 
families augmented their farming operations to varying degrees with mechanical and 
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methodological alterations, community and family bonds remained of principal 
importance (Barron 1984: 135). 
Looking Backward to Move Forward 
 Ironically, in the late 19th century, amid what many would consider to be social 
and economic progress, a number of contemporary observers began looking to the past as 
a source for a better future.  As the country struggled to heal from the destruction of the 
Civil War and immigrants flooded to American shores, urbanism increased, and 
industrialism flourished, many Americans became nostalgic for times they perceived as 
simpler and morally pure.  This sentimentalism coalesced in a variety of ways.  The 
centennial anniversary of the nation's break from Britain was celebrated with near-
boundless vigor.  In his exploration of centennial events and their symbolic character, 
historian Christopher Monkhouse argues that "America quite naturally wanted to 
demonstrate to the rest of the world that there had been a steady stream of progress since 
its birth as a nation, irrespective of recent events" (1982: 157).  Centennial exhibitions 
featuring reconstructions of colonial houses and practices provided meaningful contrast 
with the crowded cities and sprawling factories that were becoming commonplace in the 
19th century.  For some, it was not enough to point out the supposed virtues of an earlier 
era—they needed to be emulated.  Antimodernist attitudes that were expressed in design, 
literature, and politics rose in popularity as luminaries such as Henry David Thoreau, 
Emily Dickinson, and John Muir regaled the virtues of nature and, in some cases, the 
country's colonial past (Lears 1981).  Included among these romantic sentiments was a 
reverence for the home as a "symbol of the family" and the root of morality (Yentsch 
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1988: 16).  Thus many narratives (and legends, myths, etc.) were set against the backdrop 
of a colonial house with trim timber beams, rough fieldstone, and a blazing hearth. 
 The changing landscape of 19th-century America and the attitudes towards the 
past that came with it had profound effects on the Fairbanks family.  The women living in 
the ancestral home were not directly touched by the horrors of the Civil War, but they 
participated in the sentimental patriotism that emerged from the conflict.1
 
  By promoting 
the Fairbanks family and its history, the Fairbanks women capitalized on popular 
conceptions of the nation's past and the historicity of places and material culture. 
Mary Fairbanks (1756–1843) 
 Mary Fairbanks was 76 years old when Ebenezer Jr. died in 1832.  Living at the 
family home with her were her unmarried daughters Prudence (age 51), Sally (age 42), 
and Nancy (age 38).  Sukey Davis lived nearby in West Dedham with her husband, Jason 
Ellis (Fairbanks 1897: 157).  Sons William and Joshua also dwelled near the homestead 
with their respective families.  On the 1851 Smith and Walling map, William's residence 
is shown just south of the homestead on the western side of East St.; the 1855 
Massachusetts census identified him as a farmer (see Figure 6–11; MACD 1855).  
Joshua's precise location is not known, but his household appears two entries below that 
of Mary's daughters in the 1850 federal census (USCB 1850); the 1855 Massachusetts 
census identified him as a laborer (MACD 1855).  Although Mary's immediate kin were 
                                                 
1 The immediate family did not participate in the Civil War in a military capacity, but various 
members of the extended family did.  In some cases, their service is honored in the Fairbanks 
House museum.  For example, a pistol, holster, and sword belonging to Ammi Palmer Fairbanks 
(a descendant of Jonas, son of Jonathan Fairbanks) hangs in the eastern addition. 
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close at hand, agricultural labor was difficult without an immediate supply of men to 
work the fields.  Mary likely hired farmhands to compensate for this deficiency.  She was 
also forced to settle Ebenezer Jr.'s estate as its administrator, a burden that no doubt took 
as great a toll on Mary's emotional well-being as it did on the family's fortunes.  Yet as 
we will see, Mary navigated these concerns with creativity and dignity, guiding her 
family as best she could, both in public and in private. 
Selling Land, Settling Debts 
 When Mary inherited the bulk of the Fairbanks estate after her husband's death, 
she also received responsibility for the family's extensive debts (NCPR, Docket #6442).  
On February 5, 1833, the Court of Probate ordered Mary to sell real estate to pay 
Ebenezer Jr.'s creditors, a process that she continued for the next three years, because his 
debts ($3,407.17) exceeded the value of his personal estate ($1,391.70) .  To meet the 
demands of the probate court, Mary sold land at auctions (or "public vendue," in the 
language of the deeds of sale), which occurred at various periods after Ebenezer Jr.'s 
death.  The deeds also tell us that Mary, under court order, announced the auctions in the 
Dedham Patriot, a local newspaper, for three weeks prior to the events.  Any attendee 
possessing the capital could purchase a slice of the Fairbanks estate.  This was the first 
instance in which Mary was forced to alter the physical duration of the family's landscape 
because of her husband's debts. 
 The first such auction took place sometime in February or early March of 1833.  
On April 12 of that year, Mary signed a deed documenting the sale of 6.75 acres and 25 
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rods (roughly 6.91 acres total) of meadowland in Canton to Jarvis and George Billings 
for $300.41 (NCRD, 99: 119).  The plot was identified as the same land purchased by 
Ebenezer Sr. from Joseph Wright on June 12, 1794 (in that deed, the tract was identified 
as "lying in Stoughton"; Suffolk County Registry of Deeds, 155: 144).  In Ebenezer Jr.'s 
probate inventory, the land was valued at $280, which demonstrates that in this instance, 
Mary received market value on the sale.  Fair return continued when on April 30, Mary 
sold a 5.75 acre and 30 rod (approximately 5.94 acres) piece of swampland in Purgatory 
Swamp to Luther Eaton for $145 (Norfolk Registry of Deeds, 99: 140).  According to her 
husband's probate assessment, the land was worth $140.  Three days later, Mary signed 
over 16.25 acres and 36 rods (or nearly 16.48 acres) of land of an unspecified type to 
Timothy Gay, who paid $659 for the tract (NCRD, 143: 210).  These three sales helped 
Mary raise nearly half of the money owed to her debtors, and seems to have delayed 
further action—no records of additional sales were completed for nearly eight months 
and no court records have been located associated with the settlement of Ebenezer Jr.'s 
estate.  That said, there appears to have been a deal struck between Mary Fairbanks, 
Timothy Gay, and Martin Bates after an auction on April 10, 1833 that was never 
officially documented.  A note in an 1843 deed documenting the sale of 33 acres on the 
west side of East Street from Prudence, Sarah, Nancy, and Joshua Fairbanks to William 
Fairbanks specifies that the land had belonged to Ebenezer Jr. and was sold by Mary to 
Gay and Bates, but "no deeds of said land to said Gay and Bates can now be found" 
(NCRD, 143: 223).  An additional record of this exchange appeared in Mary's May 3, 
1833 deal with Gay.  The tract Gay purchased was said to have been bounded to the north 
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by a wall dividing land belonging to the Fairbanks estate and land "sold on the said tenth 
day of April last at public auction to Martin Bates" (NCRD, 132: 210; it is also possible 
that this clause referred to a different, additional tract purchased by Bates at the April 
10th auction).  It seems that amid the complicated process of settling the estate, it was 
possible for certain details to be overlooked.  It may have also been the case that Mary's 
children exploited the lack of documentation to keep the land in the family, choosing to 
write a new deal with William Fairbanks rather than honor the agreement with Gay, 
Bates, or their heirs (if the latter were even interested in the plot). 
 A second Fairbanks land auction was held sometime in late 1833 or early 1834.  
On January 20, 1834, Mary Fairbanks signed four deeds documenting sales made during 
this auction.  In the first sale, Mary sold 5.75 acres and 15 rods (5.84 acres) of upland to 
Charles Farrington for $265.89 (NCRD, 101: 170).  The deed of sale included the fact 
that the land was "hitherto called the Scotch farm"; an entry in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate 
inventory valued the Scotch farm at $220.  For the second sale, Mary sold Edward 
Whiting a 2 acre and 30 rod (2.19 acres) parcel of swampland at Wigwam Swamp for 
$54.69 (NCRD, 130: 320).  The third deed signed on January 20 was associated with a 
tract identified as the "school house lot," which was valued at $220 in Ebenezer Jr.'s 
probate inventory (NCRD, 101: 174).  The school house lot consisted of 7.5 acres and 8 
rods (7.55 acres) of swamp and upland, which Mary sold to Lyman Colburn for $151.  
The final sale brought Mary $30 from Richard Leland in exchange for 0.75 acres of 
swampland (NCRD, 101: 196). 
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 The four sales completed in January of 1834 brought the Fairbanks family more 
than $500, but Mary did not limit her efforts to land sales.  On June 23, 1834, she signed 
a deal, either by choice or otherwise, with the Boston and Providence Railroad 
Corporation to permit the construction of a rail line through a plot of her land on Fowl 
Meadow (NCRD, 103: 125).  The total amount of land impacted by the track and the 
ditches dug on either side of it was estimated to be 48 rods (or roughly one-third of an 
acre).  Although the Fairbanks family would lose the territory to future agricultural use, it 
ultimately mattered little—Mary sold a two acre plot that was almost certainly the one 
truncated by the rail line to Edward Whiting for $100 on May 16, 1836 (NCRD, 129: 
306).  The deed documenting the sale describes the land as located on "Green lodge 
Meadow," a small meadow adjacent to the much larger Fowl Meadow.  It seems likely 
that the deed describing the right-of-way deal simply included a general term for the 
Fairbanks land that was to be impacted.  Supporting this assumption is the fact that 
Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory, which generally contains highly specific descriptions of 
land locations, includes a three acre plot of meadow at Green Lodge valued at $100, but 
does not mention land on Fowl Meadow.  Finally, the description of the land sold to 
Whiting mentions that the Boston and Providence rail line passes through the tract.  Thus 
through her use of this small outlying plot of meadow, Mary secured $50 from the rail 
company and $100 from Whiting, a sum that was 150 percent of the land's assessed value 
listed in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory. 
 No records of additional exchanges exist, but Mary's 1843 probate inventory 
included an enumeration of her real estate holdings, which illustrates how the estate's 
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landholdings had changed since Ebenezer Jr.'s death (NCPR, Docket #6473).  In terms of 
sheer acreage, the family's portfolio shrunk by roughly one-third, from 158.5 to 115 
acres, between 1833 and 1843.  The remaining land was grouped into four parcels whose 
sizes were approximated in Mary's probate inventory.  The first was the homelot, worth 
$700 and described as "about three acres."  The second plot consisted of "about twenty 
five acres" (probably more like 28 acres; see Smith 1882) worth $750 and actually 
adjoined the first parcel, but was separated in the inventory, probably because it was used 
for a different function (i.e., tillage instead of orchards, gardens, etc.).  The third tract was 
located south of East Street and contained "about forty two acres" of pasture and 
woodland priced at $850.  The final piece of land listed in Mary's inventory consisted of 
25 acres "with Barnes thereon" located north of East Street worth $1,900.  The family's 
land made up the vast majority of the estate's value; the four tracts were assessed at a 
combined $4,200.  When combined with the family's pew in "the Meeting House of Rev. 
A. Lamson," Mary's total real estate holdings were worth $4,335. 
The Daily Lives of Mary Fairbanks and Her Family 
 According to her probate inventory, Mary's personal belongings, in terms of 
assessed value, were worth a fraction of the value of her landholdings.  The total value of 
Mary's personal estate was declared to be $167.25, most of which ($145.75) fell into the 
category of household goods, furniture, and wearing apparel (NCPR, Docket #6473).  
Included in this category were beds, bedding, and clothing (occupying more than half of 
the household goods value at $79.50), various furniture (e.g., tables, chairs, desks) and 
storage pieces (e.g., chests, trunks), a clock, a set of fireplace implements, crockery, and 
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tableware, including silverware ($6) and "plaited ware" ($3).  Many of these entries are 
similar to those included in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate inventory, which suggests that the 
interior of the family home had not changed significantly in the ten years since his death 
(NCPR, Docket #6442).  Mary likely continued the practice of entertaining friends and 
family at the house, serving food and drink on a variety of wares to suit the occasion.  
She also kept silver and plated ware for special gatherings, in addition to everyday 
cutlery.  These brief entries suggest that Mary's dedication to maintaining community 
ties, even as family members were forced to tighten their belts. 
 The remaining value of Mary's personal estate came from potatoes ($2), apples 
($3), the general category of "Carriages" ($12), swine ($3), and poultry ($1.50).  These 
numbers are telling, especially when compared to those seen in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate 
inventory.  For instance, during Ebenezer Jr.'s life, the family used three wagons, a cart, a 
sleigh, and a chaise (the vehicles were valued at $215).  When Mary passed away, she 
owned an unspecified number and type of carriages worth $12.  No horses or oxen were 
included in her inventory, meaning that the family would have been required to borrow 
an animal, probably from a neighbor or nearby family member, in order to use their 
carriage.  It is also important to note the season in which each inventory was taken: 
Ebenezer Jr.'s in the dead of winter (January), Mary's in early spring (April).  This 
discrepancy might explain the fact that, when Mary died, the family had a minimum 
amount of provisions (e.g., lard, pork, butter, apples, cheese), grain, and hay in storage.  
It is possible that at the end of a long winter, Mary's family had exhausted its stores.  
Even so, the differences are staggering.  For instance, when Ebenezer Jr. died, the family 
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held nearly $200 in provisions and more than $300 in grains and hay; when the estate was 
assessed after Mary's death, they held $5 in provisions and no grain or hay.  Also 
significant is the fact that whereas ten years earlier, the Fairbanks tended $286 in 
livestock (oxen, cows, pigs, and a horse), when Mary died, they owned less than five 
dollars' worth of animals (pigs and poultry).  A similar disparity is seen in the tools 
present in each household.  During Ebenezer Jr.'s lifetime, the family stored agricultural 
implements in many rooms of the house and probably a nearby storage building; no tools 
were included in Mary's inventory. 
 In concert, these factors signal a shift in the family's farming practices from multi-
crop mixed husbandry spread across fields in and around Dedham to a much smaller 
garden-based cultivation, likely occurring within the immediate confines of the homelot.  
Mary probably sold many of the animals and tools, both for the income they would bring 
to help settle her debts and because they were no longer of use around the homestead.  
The move away from farming was likely the result of a combination of factors including 
the ages of Mary and her daughters, and the broader on-going economic transition to 
industrial manufacturing seen both in the Dedham area and throughout eastern New 
England.  It was a change in household activity that resulted in the dissolution or removal 
of some of the landscape's physical durations (tracts of agricultural land, farm-related 
material culture, and eventually, the deconstruction of at least one outbuilding) and 
ephemeral durations (daily farming chores, reliance on seasonal rhythms, and association 
with agricultural subsistence). 
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 Mary's probate inventory also shows that although she was able to resolve many 
of the claims against her husband's estate (13 of 17 claimants in Ebenezer Jr.'s probate 
inventory did not appear in Mary's), she passed significant liabilities of her own to her 
children.  Her inventory included a list of seven individuals and institutions to whom 
Mary owed money.  Some of these were claimants, such as Prudence Farrington, whose 
debts were unresolved from Ebenezer Jr.'s lifetime; the total owed had not changed 
beyond the addition of accrued interest.  Others appear to have granted the family further 
funds, such as Sally Fisher, to whom Ebenezer Jr. was said to owe $578 and to whom 
Mary owed $980.18, including interest.  Mary also continued to turn to extended family 
for assistance.  She borrowed from her son-in-law Jason Ellis (Sukey Davis' husband) 
two additional times after Ebenezer Jr. died, meaning that Ellis was owed a total of 
$400.87 in three notes and interest.  Mary appears to have managed to pay a portion of 
the debts claimed by Hannah Dean (two promissory notes worth $669 from Ebenezer 
Jr.)—Dean claimed she was due $167.25 in a single note and interest from Mary. 
 There were also some new individuals among the claimants against the Fairbanks 
estate.  One such figure was John Whittemore, a prosperous farmer and active citizen of 
Roxbury, who claimed a note of $218, with $32.54 in interest (Cutter and Adams 1910: 
1424).  Another new individual with a claim against Mary's estate was Mason Richards, 
who owned a general store in Dedham.  The $53.87 he was owed may have been for food 
or supplies the family acquired on credit at some point.  The final new claimant in Mary's 
probate inventory was the Dedham Institution for Savings, to whom Mary owed $161.25.  
From this entry we can see that the family borrowed from the local bank at some point to 
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cover basic expenses.  Other minor charges were included in the probate docket, 
including funeral expenses ($11.50), taxes owed from 1842 ($11.05), doctor's bills 
($29.25, owed to Dr. Jeremy Stimson, the same doctor who treated Ebenezer Jr.), and 
various charges of administration ($77.57). 
 It is important to remember that, much like the claimants associated with 
Ebenezer Jr.'s estate, those who came forward to the declare money owed by Mary 
Fairbanks might have either not intended to collect their share of her estate or might have 
remained content simply to collect interest on the notes.  This also applied to those 
claimants who appeared on both Ebenezer Jr.'s and Mary's inventories.  Many lenders 
took great pride in the fact that they accepted interest payments without badgering their 
debtors for the principal; to do so demonstrated a lender's charity and his ability to 
manage his affairs without the money owed (Whitney 1991: 205–206).  In a small 
community in which most loans were made to individuals within a lender's social circle, 
such perceptions were important (Whitney 1991: 207, 212–213).  The familiarity 
between lender and debtor went both ways, leading some debtors to appeal to or rely 
upon their lender's sense of community to ultimately avoid paying their debts.  This may 
have been the case for Mary and her claimants.  Assuming they did not lend her 
additional funds after she fulfilled Ebenezer Jr.'s debt, Farrington, Fisher, Dean, and Ellis 
allowed Mary to pay interest on her husband's loans for more than 10 years.  For Ellis, 
the lender-debtor relationship was complicated by (and surely also founded upon) the fact 
that Mary was his mother-in-law.  Rather than calling in the money owed to him by 
Ebenezer Jr., he instead extended further credit to his wife's parents.  Farrington, Fisher, 
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and Dean may have been demonstrating their own charitable characters by allowing Mary 
to remain in their debt (although Mary appears to have paid a significant portion of the 
money due to Dean—perhaps she was less forgiving than Mary's other creditors).  They 
may also have pitied the elderly widow living with her middle-aged daughters and 
decided that it was not worth the social and emotional impact of extracting Mary's debts. 
Summary 
 When she inherited the family estate, Mary Fairbanks faced a difficult journey.  
She was nearly 80 years old, mired in debt, and without the resident labor supply needed 
to comfortably operate a farmstead on the scale of the Fairbanks'.  In the ten years 
between her husband's death and her own, Mary handled the situation capably.  She 
managed the estate's liabilities by selling land through court initiative and wringing value 
out of the remaining plots by her own initiative.  Where possible, Mary sold land further 
away from the homelot, such that when she died, the family's landholdings were 
consolidated into four plots attached to or surrounding the homestead.  She juggled the 
estate's debts, resolving balances with many existing lenders and seeking out new sources 
of income to assist the household, even if it meant borrowing from close kin.   Despite 
their reduced circumstances, Mary maintained a presence in the community by 
entertaining guests and attending church in the Fairbanks pew at the First Congregational 
Church.  This was not insubstantial in either financial terms (the pew reservation was 
valued at $135, or just $32.25 less than the entirety of Mary's personal estate) or social 
worth.  The family's visits to church afforded opportunities to engage with fellow 
townsfolk, just as the Fairbanks had done in more financially secure times.  Mary's 
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connections within the community may have allowed her to retire in genteel poverty by 
earning her some leniency from her creditors, some of whom did not press their debts.  
This process also imbued the Fairbanks family identity with a sense of permanence, 
permanence that would later be a critical component of the family's legacy. 
From Mother to Daughters 
 On June 11, 1841, Mary Fairbanks' will was written, likely on her behalf judging 
by the shaky hand that signed the document (NCPR, Docket #6473).  At that time, Mary 
was 85 years old.  Though she would not die until January 7, 1843, she may have been 
sick or infirm from old age.  Administration of Mary's estate was overseen by Calvin 
Fairbanks Ellis, eldest son of Sukey Davis Fairbanks and Jason Ellis.  Ellis made his 
fortune as a merchant (the 1870 federal census identified him as a "dealer in palm leaf," 
likely for hat production; USCB 1870) and assisted the Fairbanks family in various 
capacities throughout his life (for example, he also served as executor on Prudence 
Fairbanks' estate).  In her will, Mary granted the homelot, which was described as 
consisting of "about two acres," the family home, and the Fairbanks pew in the local 
church to her daughters Prudence, Sally, and Nancy.  The three daughters also received 
most of Mary's personal estate; the final execution of the estate mentions that Prudence, 
Sally, and Nancy were given "articles of property" worth $130.75.  The remainder of 
Mary's land and belongings were divided, somewhat maddeningly, into six fifths: two 
fifths were given to Prudence, one fifth each to Sally and Nancy, and two fifths were 
placed into a trust for Mary's son, Joshua Fairbanks.  Mary's will also included a 
statement about the status of her remaining children: "[they] have already received from 
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their late father's estate such portion thereof as he thought proper to give them during his 
life, & are in no need of further assistance from me."  The document did not specify why 
Mary chose to establish a trust for Joshua, who was the only married child to receive a 
portion of the estate.  It may have been because he was her youngest child, he had not 
received much from his father, and he had lost his only son, Calvin, in 1837 (Fairbanks 
1897: 301).  It may also have been because he helped Mary and her daughters by farming 
their land or working in some other capacity; according to the 1850 federal census, he 
was living somewhere near the homestead with his wife and daughter and working as a 
laborer (USCB 1850). 
 Before the administration of the estate could conclude, Calvin Ellis needed to 
settle Mary's debts.  To accomplish this, Ellis secured the right to sell Mary's real estate, 
placed an announcement in the local newspaper, and organized an auction to raise the 
appropriate funds (NCPR, Docket #6473).  He needed to acquire at least a portion of the 
$2,204.43 in debts and fees owed by Mary's estate.  This he accomplished when on 
October 16, 1843, on behalf of Mary's estate, Ellis sold 25 acres and 42 rods (25.26 
acres) of land east of East Street to Edward L. Penniman for $1,801 (NCRD, 143: 136).  
The deed of sale includes the detail that the purchased plot contained "two barns and all 
buildings thereon."  While the latter phrase is likely stock verbiage, the former indicates 
that the family had included two field barns among their agricultural outbuildings.  The 
land and its outbuildings were the fourth tract listed in Mary's probate inventory; they 
were also included in the 1843 tax valuation of the estate and were absent from it in the 
following year's valuation (Dedham Assessors 1843: 8, 1844: 8) .  In Mary's inventory, 
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the tract was said to be worth $1,900, meaning the estate lost some value in the 
transaction.  With $1,801 earned from the auction, Ellis secured an additional $403.43 to 
settle the estate on March 5, 1844.  It is unclear whether he provided these funds or 
secured them from an outside source (no explanation is offered in the probate docket).  
 Roughly one month after the Ellis and Penniman sale, on November 24, 1843, 
Prudence, Sarah, Nancy, and Joshua (the heirs of Mary's estate as dictated by her will) 
sold William 33 acres of land on the west side of East Street for the paltry sum of $10 
(NCRD, 143: 223).  The deed explains that this plot was previously involved in an 
exchange with Timothy Gay and Martin Bates, but because of a lack of documentation, 
the land was available for sale to William (as discussed above).  It is tempting to 
speculate that, through the accounting of Mary's estate, this land was discovered and then 
sold to William at a drastically reduced price to compensate him for providing the 
necessary funds to finalize Mary's estate administration.  It is more probable that this sale 
was a quitclaim made simply as a means of clearing the title to the land.  
 
Prudence (1781–1871), Sarah [Sally] (1790–1877), and Nancy Fairbanks (1794– 
1879) 
 Prudence, Sally, and Nancy Fairbanks inherited the family estate when they were 
62, 53, and 49 years old, respectively (Fairbanks 1897: 157).  They had lived their entire 
lives at the homestead and had watched their parents and eldest brother pass away, while 
their two sisters and two brothers married and left the home.  It is not exactly clear how 
the women subsisted; in the occupation column of the 1870 federal census, the sister's 
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were identified with as either possessing "no occupation" (Prudence, likely because she 
was 89 and possibly infirm at the time of the census) or as engaged in "keeping house" 
(Sally and Nancy) (USCB 1870).  There are, however, several clues to which we can 
turn.  For 20 years after their mother's death, the women owned portions of three plots of 
land: the 3 acre homelot, a roughly 28 acre tract of mixed-use land (tillage, pasture, and 
meadow) adjoining the homelot, and a 42 acre plot of pasture and woodland on Wigwam 
Plain (Dedham Assessors 1843, 1844, 1850, 1856).  Prudence, Sally, and Nancy may 
have worked this land to the best of their ability, with the help of nearby kin (such as 
Sukey Davis, William, and Joshua's families) and hired farmhands.  Mary had already 
shifted the estate away from agriculture, so the sisters likely spent their working hours 
tending gardens and possibly small fields on the homelot and adjacent tract.  At some 
point during the 19th century, they converted the milk room attached to the western end 
of the lean-to into a privy, adapting their physical landscape in accordance with their 
needs.  Without a dedicated dairying operation, the room could be used for other 
purposes.  This decision was probably related both to the household's changing 
circumstances and to the emergence of milk processing factories in other areas of New 
England (especially Central Massachusetts and rural New York) that resulted in an 
increased male presence in dairying activities (see McMurry 1995; Yentsch 1991).  
 The Fairbanks sisters may have rented portions of their land to neighbors or 
family members in either an official capacity or in an unwritten exchange for a portion of 
the crops; no records of such arrangements have been located however.  Census data 
suggests that between 1850 and 1870, no one else lived at their property for extended 
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periods of time (or at least during the times in which census data was collected) (USCB 
1850, 1870; MACD 1855, 1865).  The sisters appear to have cultivated cereals for fodder 
to a certain extent, either themselves or via paid workers; Prudence Fairbanks' probate 
inventory includes a credit of $36 received "for grass sold" (NCPR, Docket #6478).  In 
August of 1866, Prudence, Sally, and Nancy sold their four-fifths portion of the 42 acre 
Wigwam Plain plot to Calvin Ellis for $960, further indicating the family's move away 
from agriculture (NCRD, 345: 320).  On at least one occasion, possibly when times had 
become difficult, they borrowed from family members—Prudence's inventory stated that 
she owed $899.55 to Calvin Ellis for a promissory note and interest (NCPR, Docket 
#6478).  While they were not practicing agriculture on the scale of previous generations, 
Prudence, Sally, and Nancy seem to have maintained the homestead's farming operation 
to some degree, whether they were doing the work themselves or hiring local laborers to 
complete it for them. 
 Archaeological evidence supports the notion that the family's agricultural agenda 
had changed drastically in the years after Ebenezer Jr. and Mary's deaths.  The most 
visible signature of this shift was the deconstruction of the cobble-floored outbuilding 
located near the northern side of the original house.  Built in the late 18th century, at a 
peak in the estate's social and economic, the building likely housed the Fairbanks' tools, 
and vehicles.  When Mary sold many of the family's tools, carts, and wagons, along with 
a large portion of land, the outbuilding was probably less useful than it once was.  At 
some point after Mary's death (but before 1870—see Chapter 3 for a discussion of the 
building's biography), Prudence, Sally, and Nancy had the structure dismantled and filled 
374 
in the area with household refuse.  An 1883 photograph shows a patch of dirt, perhaps the 
beginnings of a garden, in the approximate location on the former outbuilding (Figure 7–
4).  Rather than continue to maintain an empty or nearly empty building that was no 
longer useful and may have become dangerously deteriorated, they chose to alter their 
property to suit their needs. 
 Signs of the family's transition are evident in the archaeological record (see Parno 
2010, 2011).  Most of this data was drawn from household refuse covering the foundation 
and floor of an outbuilding first encountered during our 2009 field season (see Chapter 3 
for a complete overview).  The feature was discovered roughly 6m (20ft) north of the 
Fairbanks House.  It measured approximately 7.5m square (24.5ft2
  
) and was built with a 
dry-laid cobble floor and fieldstone foundations (a wooden superstructure was built on 
the foundation).  I argue that the structure functioned as a multi-purpose space for the 
storage of tools and vehicles; in this way, it likely most closely resembled a carriage barn 
that would have stored the carts, wagons, chaise, sleigh, and agricultural implements the 
family owned in the early 19th century (Visser 1997: 143–149).  As the family 
transitioned away from agriculture in the mid-19th century, the Fairbanks women had the 
structure disassembled and cast household refuse into the space.  Based on analysis of the 
materials included in the detritus and of later photographs, the sisters seem to have 
removed the building after their mother passed away in 1843 and continued to deposit 
their garbage on the location for approximately 25 years afterwards. 
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 Fragments of the Fairbanks' former agricultural activities were found in refuse 
deposited above the floor and foundation of the outbuilding.  For example, 
excavationsuncovered portions of horseshoes, two saw blades, and an axe head.  Rather 
than repair these tools, somebody discarded them as unnecessary remnants of a previous 
subsistence pattern.  Similarly, at least 15 milk pans and 8 crocks were represented in the 
artifact assemblage (see Appendix 3).  Without milk-bearing livestock, the Fairbanks 
women had little need for dairying equipment.  Faunal remains recovered from the 
outbuilding detritus included a high proportion of butchered bone, demonstrating that the 
family was purchasing most of the meat rather than butchering its own livestock 
(DiBattista 2013). 
Figure 7–4: View of the Fairbanks House, c. 1883, from the north, showing a 
dirt patch in the approximate position of the outbuilding feature (Photo courtesy 
of the Fairbanks Family in America). 
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 In addition to bearing signs of the Fairbanks' move away from farming, the 
archaeological record also showed evidence of household developments.  A primary 
indicator was the quantity and variety of clothing and personal adornment artifacts found 
in the outbuilding refuse.  Included in this assemblage were 62 whole or fragmentary 
buttons constructed from various materials, parts of at least 36 copper-alloy and iron 
hooks and eyes, 7 iron clothing snaps, 27 fragments of metal composite corset steels, 
pieces of leather shoes, a small rectangular iron buckle, 8 copper-alloy umbrella parts 
(ribs and tips), a bracelet made of copper-alloy rings strung on linen cord, and part of a 
gold earring (Figure 7–5). 
 If we examine the materials and styles of the personal adornment artifacts, we can 
see that most of them appear to date roughly to the first half of the 19th century.  The 
buttons were made from brass, glass, ceramic, iron, pewter, and bone; the collection 
included fifteen different styles of buttons.  Based on size, they appear to have originally 
adorned coats, cuffs, shirts, and possibly dresses.  The artifacts of personal adornment 
vary in manufacturing date, though all of them fall within the 18th and 19th centuries.  
For example, many of the brass buttons bear backmarks of the Benedict manufacturing 
company, a Waterbury, CT business created by Aaron Benedict in 1812 (Pape 1918: 
130–133).  The buttons were likely produced in the early years of the company's history 
because in 1829, Benedict partnered with Israel Coe and changed both the company name 
and its button backmarks to "Benedict & Coe" (Pape 1918: 133).  The pewter button we 
discovered may also date to the early 19th century.  Though such buttons were produced 
during both the 18th and 19th centuries, between 1800 and 1840, pewter button   
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manufacturing flourished in Connecticut (White 2002: 276).  We discovered 14 brass 
buttons with scraps of cloth attached to them, which were likely remnants of fabric 
coverings, a style popular in the 18th century (White 2002: 285).  Almost all of the 
clothing hooks were made using round wire (dating to the pre-Revolutionary period), but 
the clothing eyes were produced from a mixture of round and flat wire (the latter was 
used post-1815) (White 2002: 310).  The artifacts with the latest date of manufacture are 
the ceramic buttons.  Nearly all are mass-produced "Prosser" buttons dating to the period 
after 1840 (White 2002: 300; see also Sprague 2002).  Because many of the clothing-
related artifacts were produced before 1850, they were likely associated with clothing 
worn by Mary, Ebenezer Jr., and their family. 
 Much of the personal adornment assemblage was loosely clustered in distinct 
areas.  For instance, 56 of the 151 clothing-related objects (mostly hooks and eyes and 
brass buttons) were located in excavation unit 120, the southwestern corner of the feature.  
Another 32 objects, primarily buttons and corset steel fragments, were found in unit 134 
near the feature's center.  The seven copper-alloy umbrella parts were scatter across the 
western half of the feature in units 112, 115, 118, 119, and 120.  This depositional 
pattern, together with the objects' manufacturing dates, suggest that the artifacts were part 
of a household clearing episode in which whole articles of clothing deemed to be 
outmoded or unnecessary were discarded (the gold earring, which was likely deposited 
accidentally, is an exception to this interpretation).  Where concentrations of clasps, 
buttons, or parts of the same style and material were found, we can imagine worn-out 
coats, ratty work-clothes or old-fashioned blouses tossed in a corner to be buried with the 
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rest of the household ejecta, each one a physical duration that would be rediscovered in 
an altered form by our archaeological work.  These clothes likely belonged to Mary and 
Ebenezer Jr. and were probably considered unfashionable or not worth saving or 
salvaging.  It is also possible that in the eyes of the Fairbanks sisters, their parents' 
clothing carried an emotional weight that kept them from repurposing it. 
 The archaeological traces of clothing and personal adornment also speak to the 
Fairbanks family's concern with style and the presentation of self.  Though small, 
functional, and occasionally overlooked or lost, buttons, clasps, jewelry, and accessories 
often reveal choices made and "acts undertaken as part of the performance of identity" 
(White and Beaudry 2009: 213).  One source that underscores the importance of fashion 
to the Fairbanks sisters is the oral testimony of Lizzie Young (1977), a granddaughter of 
William Fairbanks who reported her memories of her great aunts Prudence, Sally, and 
Nancy to the Fairbanks Family in America, Inc. in 1930.  Young was the daughter of 
Sarah Fairbanks and Augustus B. Endicott; she married George H. Young of Woburn in 
1881(Johnson 1894: 46; Cutter 1908: 1460).  In 1930, Lizzie Young was living in 
Dedham, very near the homestead, and reported visiting the site often.  Her account 
offers many poignant details about the sisters' personalities which, when paired with the 
archaeological record, give a fuller picture of the Fairbanks women's tastes.  For 
example, Young recalled that her Aunt Sally was "very dainty, was quite fond of dress, 
and loved to use perfumery" (Young 1977: 1).  She also related that Sally "did her front 
locks on broom corns in the morning in order to have little curls behind her ears in the 
afternoon and the white hair was bound by a black velvet ribbon" (Young1977: 1).  
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Sally's concern for fashion may have led her to encourage her sisters to discard their 
parents' outmoded apparel.  The sisters' affinity for style and appearances is reflected in 
the archaeological record in the form of clothing parts, bottles, and other ephemera of the 
Fairbanks' daily lives. 
 While the clothing and personal adornment artifacts we discovered were likely 
not very expensive, they signaled an awareness of fashionable attire, which was crucial to 
the Fairbanks' public identities.  Archaeologists Mary Beaudry, Stephen Mrozowski, and 
Grace Ziesing have shown that individuals could show an appreciation of style through 
the use of economical material culture.  They argued that costume jewelry and other 
personal items found in boardinghouse backlots at the textile mills of Lowell, 
Massachusetts were not passive signs of poverty, but instead actively functioned as 
inexpensive proxies for expensive articles of fashion (Ziesing 1989; Mrozowski et al. 
1996).  The young female workers' used the objects to participate in contemporary styles 
without spending a month's pay.  A similar assemblage was discovered at the Fairbanks 
House.  With the exception of the gold earring fragment, none of the clothing or personal 
adornment artifacts were particularly valuable.  They were, however, likely made in 
imitation of more expensive materials, such as gold (brass was used instead), jet (black 
glass), and shell (porcelain).  The family did own more precious pieces of jewelry that 
were curated and passed down through generations (Young's oral testimony makes 
mention of "some silver and some jewelry, given to me by Aunt Nancy"; Young 1977: 
2), but even in their everyday attire, the Fairbanks demonstrated their affection for 
ornament.  The example of personal adornment offers another reminder that although 
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Dedham was a farming community, it was not so far removed from Boston as to be 
beyond the reach of the prevailing urban tastes. 
 It is clear that in at least some period of its history, the Fairbanks family labored 
to maintain its clothing, as evidenced by the number of recovered artifacts relating the 
cleaning and repair of textiles.  Excavations of the cobble-floored outbuilding revealed 
fragments of at least three oval-bottomed aqua glass bottles that originally bore the 
embossed label "SAWYER'S CRYSTAL BLUEING" (Figure 7–6).  The solution, 
manufactured by Henry Sawyer beginning around 1864, was designed to make clothes 
whiter during the laundering process (Boyle 1887: 388).  While the manufacturing date of 
the Sawyer's bottles clearly indicates that they were deposited by the Fairbanks sisters, it 
is possible that the sewing implements we uncovered were part of an earlier generation's 
clothing repair and upkeep practices. 2
  
  We discovered a copper-alloy stamped thimble 
and portions of at least five pairs of iron scissors (see Figure 7–6).  The scissors are 
generally small (10–14cm/4–5.5'') and appear to fit Beaudry's description of "all-purpose 
'domestic utility' scissors," which she describes as "fairly small (about four to six inches 
long), with thin blades, and for the most part lack ornamentation" (2006a: 125).  Though 
Prudence, Sally, and Nancy may have owned similar objects for the maintenance of their 
own clothing, the artifacts we discovered may have been used by earlier generations to 
produce textiles in the Fairbanks House.  The domestic textile industry declined in the  
                                                 
2 Young (1977: 2) related a humorous anecdote about a day when she was visiting and it began to 
rain, soaking the laundry on the line.  When asked if she would like the clothing brought in, 
Prudence apparently replied, "Oh, no, the Lord does my washing!" 
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late 18th century and early 19th century as it was replaced by industrial mills that 
produced cloth cheaply and in great supply (Larkin 1988: 50).  The scissors and thimble 
we found may have been deemed unnecessary in a household that was no longer 
producing textiles. 
 The Fairbanks' concern for bodily appearance is evident in other archaeological 
material.  During our excavations, we uncovered a number of glass vials that were likely 
used to hold perfume or some other cosmetic or toiletry (Figure 7–7).  We also 
discovered a glass bottle bearing the embossed label of "BOGLE.S/ HEBEAIONA/ FOR 
THE/ COMPLEXION" (Figure 7–8).  The balm was made by William Bogle, a Boston 
wig and perfume maker who worked from the early 1840s until the late 1880s (Fike 
Figure 7–6: Assemblage of sewing artifacts. From left: glass bottle of Sawyer's 
Crystal Blueing, iron scissor blades, and a copper-alloy thimble (Photo by author). 
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1987: 122).  According to an 1850 advertisement in The Boston Almanac, Bogle's 
Hebeaiona was useful for "removing freckles, tans, pimples, and rendering the 
complexion fair, soft, and transparent" (Coolidge 1850: 189).  A second bottle found 
during excavations carried the embossed label "BURNETT'S COCOAINE" (see Figure 
7–8).  Made by Joseph Burnett, owner of an apothecary in Boston, the coconut oil-based 
solution was, according to the paper label it originally bore, "A Perfect Hair Dressing, A 
Promoter of the Growth of Hair" (Fike 1989: 156–157).  An advertisement in a 1869 
issue of New Dominion Monthly listed among the product's restorative properties the 
promotion of hair growth, softening of dry hair, relief of scalp irritation, and an increase 
of hair's luster ("Burnett's Cocoaine" 1869: xxxvi).  Finally, a clear glass jar discovered in 
the outbuilding fill was embossed with the label "G.T. BARNEY/ PERFUMER."  It is 
unclear when Barney manufactured his product, but he is listed as a perfumer in an 1869 
directory of Boston businesses (The Boston Directory 1869: 67).  While we cannot be   
Figure 7–7: Glass vials 
found in the outbuilding 
refuse (Photo by author). 
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certain that the "very dainty" Sally was the principal user of these products, it is clear that 
the members of the Fairbanks household shared a concern for their appearance.  The 
artifacts offer a glimpse of embodied practices, the day-to-day rituals undertaken by the 
Fairbanks women through the process of constructing a sense of the self and the 
"performance of identity" (White and Beaudry 2009: 213). 
 Beyond providing evidence for the care of the Fairbanks sisters' external 
appearances, the archaeological record also illuminates their attempts to manage their 
health.  This information comes exclusively in the form of embossed glass 
pharmaceutical bottles, artifacts that pervade 19th-century archaeological sites.  In a time 
in which the general public consumed all manner of mixtures, tonics, and tinctures 
purporting to cure lists of ailments and illnesses, the material residues of these behaviors 
typically appear in abundance (Fike 1987: 3).  In his analysis of the embossed bottles 
discovered at the Fairbanks House, Joseph Normand (2012) found that Prudence, Sally, 
and Nancy used a variety of solutions that claimed to treat a number of maladies.  One 
such solution may have been cod liver oil held in a bottle bearing the label "BURNETT/ 
BOSTON" (Fike 1987: 70; see Figure 7–8).   The bottle's label referred to Joseph Burnett 
of Boston, the same man who produced the "Burnett's Cocoaine" hair product—evidently 
he was quite the entrepreneur.  His cod liver oil was commonly used to treat rheumatic 
disorders (Normand 2012: 15).  To ease their aches and pains, the Fairbanks sisters also 
consumed the contents of a small clear glass bottle labeled "WHITWELL'S/ ORIGINAL/ 
OPODELDOC," which was advertised to cure, "Bruises, Sprains, Gout, . . . Cramp, 
Numbness, Stiffness of the Neck or Limbs, Chilblains, Chapped Hands, Stings of Insects, 
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Vegetable Poisons, &tc" ("Chemical Embrocation" 1828: 1).  Fragments of two aqua 
glass bottles were embossed with variations of the label "SHAKER SYRUP/ No 1/ 
CANTERBURY, N.H." (Figure 7–9).  These vessels would have contained either 
"Corbett's Shaker Compound Concentrated Syrup" or sarsaparilla; both products were 
made by Thomas Corbett throughout the 19th century as blood purifiers and for the 
treatment of digestive disorders (Fike 1987: 230; Normand 2012: 16; Murray 2012: 175–
184).  Another glass bottle base carried a fragment of the mark "TARRANT & CO/ 
DRUGGISTS/ NEW YORK."  This vessel likely contained a solution that, according to 
an 1866 advertisement, would cure illnesses in the kidneys, bladder, and urinary tract  
Figure 7–9: Fragments of 
bottles of Shaker syrup (top) 
and Daniel Goddard's New 
England cough syrup (bottle) 
(Photos by author). 
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(Normand 2012: 16).  The Fairbanks women also purchased a bottle labeled "DANIEL  
GODDARD/ NEW YORK/ NEW ENGLAND/ COUGH SYRUP" with the probable 
intent of ridding themselves of a lung ailment of some kind (Normand 2012: 16; see 
Figure 7–9).  A final product, identified through fragments of clear glass bearing the 
embossed letters "AYER'S," may have also been used to fight a lung-related illness.  The 
bottle may have originally held an "ague cure" or  a "cherry pectoral" made by James 
Cook Ayer in Lowell, Massachusetts, in the mid-19th century (Fike 1987: 94; Normand 
2012: 12). 
 Prudence, Sally, and Nancy's attempts to self-medicate are demonstrated by the 
diversity of pharmaceutical bottles discovered during our archaeological fieldwork.  That 
they consumed cure-alls to combat various illnesses is not surprising given the practice's 
ubiquity in the 19th century.  The ailments the sisters suffered are also fairly predictable.  
When they inherited their mother's estate, the youngest among them (Nancy) was 49; as 
they got older, they suffered from disorders commonly associated with elderly 
individuals: sore joints and arthritis, digestive complaints, and respiratory woes.  It also 
appears that like many of their contemporaries, the Fairbanks women mixed traditional 
medicine with over-the-counter solutions—each sister's probate inventory (and both of 
their parents') included modest debts owed to doctors for services rendered (NCPR, 
Docket #6441, 6442, 6478, 6482, 21345).  The family seems to have made a distinction 
between problems that required professional treatment and those that could be handled by 
a trip to an apothecary or general store. 
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 When they were feeling well enough, Prudence, Sally, and Nancy entertained 
guests in their home, a practice that directly contributed to their identities.  In much the 
same way as it did for Ebenezer Jr. and Mary, entertaining guests allowed the Fairbanks 
women an opportunity to maintain social connections while demonstrating their 
respectability through dining and comportment rituals (Nylander 1993: 250–251).  When 
people came to the house, they passed through the front garden, which according to 
Young was "very pretty" (1977: 2) and planted with hydrangeas, oleanders, and 
honeysuckle.  Regarding such visits, Young declared (1977: 1) that "my aunts were very 
hospitable, and everyone who called was treated to cake and wine."  It is not difficult to 
picture the sisters serving the former on porcelain plates and the latter in glass stemware; 
fragments of both types of objects were found in the outbuilding refuse (Figure 7–10).  
Also present were numerous fragments of green bottle glass, lending credence to wine's 
place as a beverage of choice when hosting company.   
 Other artifacts speak to different scales of meal service and entertaining.  Tea 
drinking, for example, was often accompanied by work such as sewing or knitting, light 
fare, and conversation (Nylander 1993: 241–244).  Fragments of hand-painted Chinese 
porcelain tea cups illustrate the importance of tea service to the family's community 
network (see Figure 7–10).  Chinese porcelain, expensive in the 18th century, had largely 
been eclipsed in popularity by English bone china by the early 19th century (Barker and 
Majewski 2006: 215; Majewski and O'Brien 1987: 119).  The presence of Chinese 
porcelain teacups in the outbuilding refuse may represent the curation or continued use of 
vessels purchased by an earlier generation, either out of reverence or because of a lack 
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 of affordable alternatives.  It was found in limited quantities, suggesting that the 
porcelain vessels were not discarded as part of the house clearing, but were instead 
deposited after accidental breakage. 
 Our archaeological investigations also showed that beyond tea service, the 
Fairbanks women were clearly making changes to their tablewares after their mother's 
death.  There was a fluidity to the popularity of ceramic styles in the 19th century, and 
this element of change was manifest in the Fairbanks House assemblage, demonstrating a 
Figure 7–10: Fragments of 
glass stemware (top) and 
Chinese export porcelain 
teacups (bottom) found in the 
outbuilding refuse (Photos by 
author). 
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household in transition.  In the late 19th century, pearlwares designed to imitate 
expensive Chinese porcelains became popular in England and America (Barker and 
Majewski 2006: 215).  Pearlwares were almost always decorated with either more 
expensive, hand-painted designs, or less expensive molded or shell-edged decorations 
(Barker and Majewski 2006: 215–216).   Transfer-printing began in the 1780s and was a 
popular (and more expensive) style by was seen on nearly all earthenware types produced 
after 1820 (Barker and Majewski 2006: 216; see also Miller 2000: 12–14).  By the mid-
19th century, however, transfer-printing and other decoration styles declined in 
popularity as purchasers began to favor plain or paneled white granite or ironstone 
vessels (Barker and Majewski 2006: 216; see also Wall 1994, 1999). 
 The pattern of ceramic popularity and production outlined by Barker and 
Majewski (2006) can be loosely applied to the Fairbanks House assemblage.  Of the 106 
identified refined earthenware food service vessels found in the layers of  outbuilding 
refuse, 69 (65.1percent) featured surface decoration of some sort (see Appendix 3).  Of 
those that were plain, 26 were creamware, pearlware, or some sort of hard-bodied 
whiteware; only 11 vessels (or 10.4 percent of the total assemblage) were plain white 
granite/ironstone.  Finally, of 31 vessels that were cross-mended to at least 50 percent 
completion, 25 (or 80.7 percent) were decorated.  This shows that of the vessels the 
sisters discarded wholesale (rather than those that chipped or broke and were scattered 
across the yard), most featured some sort of decoration.  In general, the Fairbanks sisters 
chose to throw away more decorated vessels than plain, and most of the plain vessels that 
were rejected were made in styles that were outdated by the mid-19th century.  By 
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extension, this suggests that after their mother's death, Prudence, Sally, and Nancy chose 
what to save and what to throw away based loosely, but not entirely, on larger trends in 
ceramic styles.  They opted to change their daily service, discarding decorated vessels 
wholesale, perhaps in favor of plainer vessels, but they only abandoned porcelain tea 
service irregularly, likely following accidental chipping or breakage.  While this may 
have been because the sisters owned a set of bone china or paneled white granite tea 
service, it may have also been evidence of the sisters' decision to retain pieces of their 
mother's (or grandmother's) Chinese porcelain, either for practical or nostalgic reasons. 
 Complicating this interpretation is the fact that while some of the discarded 
transfer-printed vessels bore American landscape views, such as the platter bearing an 
image of the Boston Common and State House produced by the John Rogers and Son 
company sometime between 1815 and 1842 (Mankowitz and Haggar 1957: 194; Coysh 
and Henrywood 1982: 48; Figure 7–11), others were printed with Romantic scenes, such 
as the matching saucer and platter printed with the "Lozere" pattern manufactured by 
Edward Challinor between 1842 and 1867 (Godden 1964: 137; Figure 7–12).  The state 
house platter may have been purchased by Mary Fairbanks to emphasize her family's 
connection to the Commonwealth; the cattle in the pattern's foreground, individuals 
carting goods in the middle ground, and prominent State House in the background  seem 
to illustrate the links between rural products and urban market politics.  It is interesting to 
note that geologist Clifford Kaye recovered flatware bearing a similar pattern during the 
construction of a parking garage on the Boston Common in 1960 (see Beaudry and 
Blosser 1982).  Kaye found the plates in refuse likely deposited by elite 19th-century  
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 households living in nearby Beacon Hill (Beaudry and Blosser 1982: 18–19).  We are 
left to wonder at the differences or similarities in the ways that Boston's elite and the 
Fairbanks family used the pattern to express something of themselves.  The Lozere platter 
and saucer set could only have been bought by the Fairbanks sisters.  Perhaps the set was 
purchased soon after Mary's death and as styles changed, Prudence, Sally, and Nancy 
chose to abandon the Challinor pieces, along with the other heavily decorated vessels,   
Figure 7–11: Platter bearing the transfer-printed pattern of the Boston Common 
and State House.  The vessel was likely manufactured by the John Rogers and 
Son company, c. 1815–1842 (Photo by author). 
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in favor of the plain stone china/ironstone vessels that were becoming popular in the mid-
19th century.  Archaeologist Diana Wall argues that the move towards plainer ceramics 
referenced and underscored women's roles as the wholesome overseers of the domestic 
sphere and as the decision-makers for ceramic purchases (Wall 1994: 160).  In the 
Fairbanks' context, the change allowed the sisters to display their awareness of 
contemporary stylistic conventions, while also highlighting their moral purity as 
unmarried keepers of the home. 
 When Prudence, Sally, and Nancy were not working or entertaining guests, they 
spent their spare time in a variety of ways.  Young (1977: 1) remembers that all of her 
aunts enjoyed reading, especially Nancy, who so enjoyed novels that ended happily that 
"she would look over to the end to see, if not she dropped the book."  Based on fragments 
of at least seven inkwells, the women probably also maintained correspondence with 
friends and family members (Figure 7–13). Prudence apparently counted painting 
porcelain buttons among her hobbies.  We discovered several such buttons in the   
Figure 7–13: Glass inkwells (left) and ceramic gaming token (right) discovered in 
the outbuilding detritus (Photos by author). 
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outbuilding refuse; two cards in the Fairbanks House museum bear more than two dozen 
similar buttons attributed to Prudence (Figure 7–14).  The Fairbanks family likely also 
played games of some sort, as evidenced by a small sherd of transfer-printed hard-bodied 
whiteware that was shaped into what archaeologists typically refer to as a "gaming token" 
(see Figure 7–13).  Such objects were used as board game pieces, or counters in games of 
chance or gambling.  Though small, the object speaks volumes about the intentional 
reworking and recycling of refuse into leisure—a game was important enough to devote 
time to creating the pieces necessary to play.  The final recreational artifacts found in the   
Figure 7–14: Cards displayed in the Fairbanks House museum bearing buttons 
believed to have been painted by Prudence Fairbanks (bottom and left). Two 
similar buttons found archaeologically (inset) (Photos by author). 
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layers above the outbuilding floor were glass target balls.  Fragments of at least 73 target 
balls were found in the southwestern corner of the structure, likely dumped there during a 
household cleaning event (Figure 7–15).  Evidently someone living at the Fairbanks 
House enjoyed sport shooting enough to acquire a large quantity of target balls that were 
either imported from Europe or purchased before the height of their American popularity.  
Dedham may have been towards the front of sport shooting's growth in America; in his 
description of contemporary "local customs" in 1827, Worthington included the 
"common" practice of "shooting at a dead turkey, or a dead goose" for "sport" (1827: 
141).  He explains that "this sport is not inhumane, and yet it answers the object intended, 
amusement and skill in sharp shooting" (Worthington 1827: 141–142).  Worthington also 
admits that the pastime was created in response to a legislative measure introduced the 
 
Figure 7–15: Fragment of a glass 
target ball in situ (target balls 
measured approximately 8–10cm 
in diameter) (Photo by author). 
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previous year that prohibited shooting at live animals (1827: 142).  While a bit bizarre to 
our modern sensibilities, this tale shows that the Fairbanks were not the only Dedham 
family that counted a sport shooter among its numbers.  The practice had an established 
tradition in the town and participation in it, while providing an entertaining diversion, 
also linked the shooter to Dedham and its customs. 
 
Memories of a Homestead 
 By the late 1860s, Prudence, Sally, and Nancy had essentially completed the 
family's shift from extensive mixed husbandry to modest local tillage and garden 
farming.  After the sale of the Wigwam Plain plot to Calvin Ellis in 1866 (see above; 
NCRD, 345: 320), the sisters owned the three acre homelot and four-fifths (of the six 
fifths described in Mary's will; NCPR, Docket #6473) of the adjacent 28 acre tract.  
Sometime after 1870, their nephew, Rufus Mills (son-in-law of Joshua Fairbanks, 
widower of Joshua's daughter Harriet Sophia) moved into the Fairbanks House to live 
with his aunts following his wife's death (Fairbanks 1897: 301; he appears in the 1880 
federal census as living with Rebecca, but not in the 1870 federal census with the 
sisters—USCB 1870, 1880).  In 1869, Prudence Fairbanks prepared her will, though she 
would not die until 1871 (NCPR, Docket # 6478).  She was 88 years old when she signed 
the document, which promised all of her possessions to her sister Nancy, or if Nancy was 
unable to receive them, to her niece, Rebecca Fairbanks.  It is unclear why Sally was not 
included in this dispensation; perhaps Prudence considered Nancy or Rebecca to be more 
responsible caretakers for the family homestead. 
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 It is apparent that as they grew older, Prudence, Sally, and Nancy became more 
invested in Fairbanks history.  They had begun a type of "memory work," which Barbara 
Mills and William Walker define as "the many social practices that create memories, 
including recalling, reshaping, forgetting, inventing, coordinating, and transmitting" 
(2008a: 4; see also Mills and Walker 2008b).  Also fundamental to the concept of 
memory work is the material traces of memory construction: "the interactions of humans 
and materials within a set of social relationships" (Mills and Walker 200a8: 4).  Historic 
houses, as heritage sites, are fertile grounds for memory work.  An example of this was 
observed by archaeologist Christa Beranek at the Colonel James Barrett Farm in 
Concord, MA, and the Hancock-Clarke House in Lexington, MA (Beranek 2011).  At 
both locations, Beranek found that 19th-century women repeatedly retold stories of 
events occurring at the houses while preserving and displaying historical objects in an 
effort to establish a narrative sense of place that could be transmitted to future 
generations of family members and visitors (2011: 104).  Citing Cornelius Holtorf and 
Howard Williams (2006: 243–245), she argues that the female residents of the Barrett 
farm and the Hancock-Clarke House used "prospective memory" as a means of "both 
interpreting the past and setting a precedent for how the space and the family would be 
remembered in the future" (Beranek 2011: 111).  This argument relates to archaeologist 
Anne Yentsch's belief that "house legends belong to mytho-history" and as such, serve to 
"[mask] experiences of the real world" and situate families and places within a broader 
historical narrative (1988: 16).  In 19th-century New England, genealogy also held social 
importance.  Historian Francesca Morgan reminds us that at a time in which "pedigree 
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and power remained particularly intertwined," there was much to be gained from tracing 
one's lineage to a nationally-significant figure or attaching one's family to a prominent 
historical event (Morgan 2010: 251).  While genealogy became a popular pastime, 
especially among elite populations (Morgan 2010; see also Beaudry 2008), the relation of 
stories to friends and visitors helped to disseminate the legacy of a house or family. 
 As an ancient home on the Dedham landscape, the Fairbanks House was well-
positioned to occupy a place within such narratives, and it seems that Prudence, Sally, 
and Nancy were willing to tell their family's stories.  They appropriated particular pieces 
of their family's material culture and used them to create new intangible durations in the 
form of shared stories and traditions.  There was evidence of the sister's devotion to their 
lineage in anecdotes included in Lizzie Young's oral testimony.  For instance, Young 
recollected that her aunts "often told me of their ancestor's experiences" (1977: 1).  These 
stories included a particular notion regarding the family's colonial past (Young 1977: 1): 
The Indians were all about them, down in the meadows back of the home, 
and my Great Aunts Prudence, Sallie, and Nancy have often told me of 
their ancestor's experiences.  None of the early family were ever molested 
by the Indians, but the long gun hung in its case on the kitchen rafters,  
ready for use if needed.   
This story is a prime example of the memory work discussed by Beranek (2011) and 
Yentsch (1988).  It harkens to a colonial moment filled with exploration and potential 
danger.  The Native Americans in this tale were always nearby, heightening the 
possibility of conflict, and, although none arose, the family men were prepared to take 
matters into their own hands.  That there were no disputes (in this story, at least—
residents of Wrentham or Medford attacked during King Philip's War would have a 
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different take on the matter) suggests an attitude of accepting tolerance, which the 
storytellers no doubt thought reflected well on their ancestors.  The family's relationship 
with the area's indigenous groups remained a central theme in many of the myths 
surrounding the Fairbanks House.  Though the character of their interactions was altered 
through the years, the contact itself retained its currency (see below).  
 The gun mentioned in Young's testimony is one example of how the sisters 
perceived the Fairbanks family's history as instilled in material culture, objects that they 
could produce and share with guests.  These relatively mundane physical objects became 
touchstones that allowed Prudence, Sally, and Nancy to take visitors back in time by 
looking backwards along the artifacts durational trajectories (the objects displayed in the 
Fairbanks House museum function in similar way today; see Chapter 9).  Young 
remembered that, "some pieces of china and furniture crossed the sea with the family, 
and I was often shown these treasures, and especially the china in the parlor cupboard" 
(1977: 1, emphasis in original; currently, no objects displayed in the house are associated 
with the period before the Fairbanks' journey from England).  Young was also quite 
proud to relate that she had several pieces of antique furniture from the home, including a 
Pembroke table and Chippendale chairs (1977: 2).  The domestic, time-worn nature of 
these artifacts, as well as their tangible, tactile qualities, helped to connect past and 
present.  They could be handled and admired, cradled and considered, allowing the 
observer to contemplate their place within the home's history.  Simple objects such as 
plates and chairs were elevated to the status of sacred relics. 
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 For Prudence, Sally, and Nancy, it was not only the objects themselves, but also 
their placement within the house that was important.  As Young (1977: 2) observed, "it 
never occurred to them to have anything changed, from their Grandfather's plans or 
places for things.  Where an article was once placed there it was to remain."  She then 
offered two examples of her aunts' mentality.  In the first, Nancy asked Young's brother 
to install a new shelf in the kitchen where the sisters could store the "pewter, etc. that 
they used daily," but when the man arrived to complete the work, he found that the 
women had moved various items onto other shelves so that the alteration would not have 
to be made.  The second example involved a "lovely old family clock" that no longer 
worked.  When Young asked Nancy why she did not have the clock repaired, her aunt 
replied, "my clock is not for time, my clock is for eternity" (Young 1977: 2).  Nancy's 
emphasis on the long-term (indeed, the longest term) duration of the home's appearance 
is a testament to her and her sisters' attitudes towards the homestead.  The material 
culture within the space, and even the architecture itself, were records of the past that 
were to remain in situ, almost untouched—to disrupt their durational trajectories would 
somehow disturb the artifacts' power.  The sisters were devoted to the preservation of 
space's physicality as well as to its internal logic, which had been conceived and executed 
by the sisters' parents and grandparents.  It would be another 40 years or so until the 
Fairbanks House was converted into a museum, but it appears that Prudence, Sally, and 
Nancy had begun the conversion process years earlier. 
 Towards the ends of their lives, the Fairbanks women permitted the use of 
photography to document the physical elements of the their family's history.  Around the 
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time that Prudence prepared her will, probably in 1870, a series of photographs was taken 
of the house, the sisters, and some of their material culture ("untitled photograph" 1870; 
Building Conservation Associates 2000: CH-1, CH-2, CH-13, CH-14).  Prudence's 
advanced age or declining health may have been the catalyst that prompted the 
photography because the images are primarily documentary in nature.  The images of the 
dwelling show a building in need of attention: vegetation is overgrown, the shingles are 
old, the fence along East Street is in pieces, and the southern eave of the house has a 
pronounced bow (see Building Conservation Associates 2000: CH-1, CH-13).  These 
issues were likely the result of the sisters' ages (89, 80, and 76 years old) at the time of 
the photography.  They would not have done the repair and maintenance themselves and 
they must not have desired, or been able to afford, improvements to the building's 
condition by that time.  Despite the structure's slight disrepair, the photographs served the 
purpose of documenting the house.  That it sat slightly slumped, adorned with a mix of 
weatherboards and clapboards and capped with aging shingles, may have in fact added to 
its patina in the eyes of the photographer. 
 One of the photographs is fascinating in its documentation of Fairbanks material 
culture.  It depicts two of the Fairbanks sisters (Sally and Nancy according to family 
tradition) standing in the doorway of the house's 17th-century core, with a collection of 
their possessions arrayed across the front lawn (Figure 7–16).  Included in the display are 
a corner chair, two Chippendale-style chairs, a gate-leg table, a large wool spinning 
wheel, a yarn swift, a long gun, several pewter plates and ceramic milk pans, multiple 
books, a wooden shovel, and some additional unidentified objects.  There is also a cat   
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lounging on one of the chairs near the sisters.  The large wooden object laying in the left 
foreground of the photograph is likely a cover placed over a well shaft—the stone-lined 
shaft still exists today, unfilled, under several courses of stone and cement built up from 
the ground surface sometime after this photograph was taken. 
 The selection of artifacts reveals the sisters' intention to present their family's 
antiques, with the ancient house in the background.  Their desire to pose the tableau is 
obvious given the fact that they were willing to bring the objects out of the dark house 
and onto the sunlit front lawn, but the Fairbanks women's decisions of what to include 
were based on reasoning drawn from contemporary conceptions of history and heritage.  
The furniture, whose form was being appropriated by the Arts and Crafts movement 
(Lears 1981: 59–90; Cumming and Kaplan 1991), was a channel to the past that was 
immediately recognizable to many in the late 19th century.  The gun was likely the same 
weapon that the Fairbanks women used as a prop when relating stories similar to those 
Young remembered.  The spinning wheel was, by 1870, one of the most universal and 
popular symbols of colonial America (Monkhouse 1982).  Various other household 
materials contributed to the distinctly domestic feel of the collection (a sense no doubt 
aided by the photograph's setting).  It is interesting that although the family had been 
farmers for more than 200 years, there is little that could be considered agricultural 
equipment in the photo beyond the shovel and the milk pans (the spinning wheel and 
swift could be argued to be extensions of animal husbandry, but within this assemblage, 
they seem to have lost some of that association).  This may have been because the sisters 
no longer owned much of the tools used by their elders, but it was probably also part of 
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the decision to focus on the domestic aspects their collective past.  The sisters had 
assisted their mother with household duties for their entire lives and likely felt the closest 
to the domestic assemblage.  It was perhaps these traces of home that felt most 
authentically old.   
 As an assemblage, the Fairbanks sisters' array is reminiscent of exhibits created 
for Centennial celebrations that were designed to honor the country's past while 
highlighting the progress it had made since its inception.  The displays, typically 
constructed in the form of the "Colonial New England kitchen," were some of the first 
attempts to faithfully recreate period rooms, and many of them featured spinning wheels 
as examples of domestic industry and self-sufficiency (Monkhouse 1982: 157–159; the 
general desire to collect and display artifacts stretches back much further in New England 
history—Benes and Benes 2004).  The Fairbanks photograph is, in a sense, the 
culmination of Prudence, Sally, and Nancy's devotion to the history of their family and 
their house.  In the picture, two of the sisters preside over their curated heritage, which 
had soaked into their ancestors' material culture.  The old-fashioned house and the aged 
women occupying it lent the objects an additional aura which, when combined with the 
artifacts' visible patina, established the authenticity of the scene as genuinely antique.3
 Approximately one year after the Fairbanks photographs were taken, Prudence 
died at age 90.  Her obituary, printed in the Dedham Transcript on April 1, 1871, honored 
her dedication to Fairbanks history: "Miss F. lived with her two sisters on the soil by their 
 
                                                 
3 The effect of aura and patina on material culture is discussed further in Chapter 8. 
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ancestors, and in a house, which, among its other traditions, has the reputation of being 
over two hundred years old" ("Death of an Aged Resident").  When she died, Prudence 
left behind $1,100.39 in debts, consisting mostly of the aforementioned balance due to 
Calvin Ellis ($899.55 in a note and interest and $21.84 in expenses and interest charged 
to an account) (NCPR, Docket #6478).  The remaining debts were owed for doctor's care, 
funeral expenses, the cost of advertising the real estate sale to settle the estate, and 
appraisal and filing fees.  The inventory also confirmed her partial ownership of the 
Fairbanks homelot and the adjacent plot, which was described in three parts: 3 acres of 
tillage, 8 acres of pasture, and 18 acres of meadow.  Prudence's land was valued at $1,004 
in total.  Because her debts exceeded the value of her personal estate, the court ordered 
the estate's executor, Augustus B. Endicott (prominent citizen and Prudence's nephew; 
Fairbanks 1897: 300), to auction Prudence's land to account for the discrepancy.  On 
December 13, 1871, Endicott signed a deed recording the sale of all of Prudence's share 
in the land to Calvin Ellis for $1,025 (NCRD, 417: 148).  When combined with the sale 
of fodder (mentioned above) and probably a small amount of cash, the administration of 
the estate was settled the following year (NCPR, Docket #6478). 
 Around this time, in the years leading up to and immediately following 1876, the 
nation was beset with Centennial fever.  Countless fairs were held, newspaper and journal 
articles were published, and speeches delivered to honor the country's development and 
bright future.  The wounds of the Civil War were still fresh, but for many, the Centennial 
celebrations offered a chance to move forward.  One publication that contributed to the 
fervor was Potter's American Monthly, a magazine containing articles discussing history, 
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literature, and the arts.  Nearly every issue published in 1876 included memoranda from 
the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, the city in which the magazine was published.  
Another series of articles printed at the same time chronicled historic buildings 
throughout the United States, juxtaposing a backward-looking romanticism with the 
future-oriented Centennial celebrations.  The building chosen for the documentation in 
the October, 1876 issue was the Fairbanks House, which acted as a case study within a 
larger discussion of Dedham and its place in history.  The editor of Potter's American 
Monthly and the article's author, Benson J. Lossing, explained that the piece was based 
largely on conversations with Dedham resident Ebenezer N. Hewins and unnamed 
sources at the Norfolk County Gazette (1876: 241).  Lossing assembled a collection of 
stories, many no doubt apocryphal, building a narrative that linked the Fairbanks House, 
its occupants, and the town of Dedham to the larger national narrative of settlement, 
survival, and advancement.  By tracing physical durations into the past, Lossing, could 
write new intangible durations for the future.  Some of the information he acquired was 
not entirely accurate (e.g., "John Fairbanks" as the first male head of household, Dedham 
houses built as thatch-covered log cabins, the town abandoned except for the Fairbanks 
House in the late 17th century).  The fact that many of these stories are embellished 
versions of the truth or simply fabrications is not important; their collection and 
dissemination implies their importance to Potter's American Monthly readers and reveals 
what Yentsch describes as “social values and folk ideas about kinship, community, 
identity, society, history, culture, and nature” (Yentsch 1988: 5). 
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 Lossing begins the article with a description of Dedham and its founding before 
moving to the Fairbanks House and its origins.  He focuses much of his attention of the 
materials and labor required to construct the early buildings, while taking some liberties 
with the exact forms of the colonial houses.  Lossing's verbiage reveals his Romanticism: 
"the Fairbanks House has always stood alone in its dignity," surrounded by "venerable 
elms of noble stature"; "paint has never defaced the old dwelling"; "in simple truthfulness 
to nature it stands, in the modest and honest neutral tint" of its wooden exterior; it existed 
in "perfect harmony with the surrounding trees and shrubbery and grass," unlike the 
"wretched taste that dapples our rural regions with discordant, staring, intrusive white 
houses" (Lossing 1876: 243).  The latter sentiment refers scathingly to the early 19th-
century practice among the middling sort of painting houses white to "elevate houses on 
the landscape" so that they "gleamed from amidst the trees as once only mansions had 
done" (Bushman 1993: 258).  Lossing clearly espoused the Romantic aesthetic that 
favored architecture in "perfect harmony" with the natural surroundings, whose "modest" 
and "honest" sturdiness stood in stark contrast to the fluidity of late 19th-century society. 
 Lossing's article also defines historicity through material culture, in much the 
same way that the Fairbanks sisters did.  He highlights the house's building materials, 
emphasizing wood, brick, and glass and their respective patinas from the touch of hands, 
smoke, and time, giving the materials superiority over the pristine and blanketing nature 
of plaster.  Lossing cites brass andirons and fireplace implements, and wonders over 
"blue and white china plates, and two cups" that were believed to belong to the house's 
earliest occupants (1876: 243).  When discussing the home's history with Sally and 
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Nancy Fairbanks, he marvels at an oil lamp that once lit the kitchen.  The family's long 
gun, mentioned as an important fixture by Young, features strongly in the article.  
Lossing admires its proportions and tells of a conversation overheard by one the 
Fairbanks sisters between their father (Ebenezer Jr.) and grandfather (Ebenezer Sr.): 
"'Eben, never part with the long gun; keep in the place where grandfather put it.'  And 
there it has remained" (1876: 243).  Yet again we see that the Fairbanks House residents 
often avoided moving important family artifacts from their traditional locations. 
 It seems that the conception of the house as a sacred space had grown over time, 
especially after Prudence's death.  Lossing (1876: 244) details Sally and Nancy's 
reverence for context: 
The surviving sisters cherish the memory of Prudence with a love that 
amounts almost to veneration.  They keep the room in which she died in 
the condition in which she left it.  It is thus described by the [Norfolk 
County Gazette] writer above referred to: ". . . the bed where Prudence 
slept; her rocking-chair, and hassock or foot-cushion; her table, with books 
and pictures; her portrait, well painted, hanging upon the wall and 
showing her as a fine-looking motherly old lady; the same carpet upon the 
room, but spread over with newspapers to keep the sunlight from fading 
it—everything is nearly as she left it, kept clean by the daily dustings of 
her surviving and younger sister—that sister which long ago she nursed as 
a baby, and who now repays the service and the early and life-long love  
by deeds of loving remembrance." 
There is a parallel between the esteem for Prudence's former possessions and those 
owned by more distant forebears.  Although Sally and Nancy shared a more intimate 
connection with their sister, as expressed somewhat floridly in the above quote, they 
seem to also have respected their ancestors' material culture and its placement within the 
house, as evidenced  by the long rifle and the stories related in Young's oral testimony.  
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In her discussion of post-Civil War sentimental mourning, Mary Louise Kete describes 
the common practice of fetishizing relics of deceased individuals (2000).  She writes that 
through such veneration, "the dead were not dead but present and re-presentable in an 
infinite number of forms from literary representations to fetishistic tokens made of hair or 
paper" (Kete 2000: 149).  Kete offers the example of the Grangerford family in Mark 
Twain's classic The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn who, after losing their daughter 
Emmeline, kept her room as a shrine to her memory (2000: 174–176).  Like the 
Grangerfords, the Sally and Nancy Fairbanks mourned their sister by converting her 
room into a memorial and bestowing sentimental power on her everyday material culture, 
durations with which Prudence interacted on a regular basis. 
 This story evokes the "Bowditch Memorial Cabinet" constructed by Boston 
scientist Henry Ingersoll Bowditch following the death of his son (Thornton 2004).  Nat 
Bowditch, Henry's eldest son, was killed during the 1863 Battle of Kelly's Ford.  In the 
aftermath of his loss, Henry collected ephemera associated the Civil War, earlier military 
conflicts, the antislavery movement, and artifacts associated with the family's ancestors.  
He stored the objects in a glass-fronted cabinet.  In their collection, the objects took on a 
sacred power that "had little to do with the surface reality of bone, cloth, and wood" 
(Thornton 2004: 193).  The act of filling the memorial cabinet allowed Henry to grieve 
for his son, while interpreting "the Civil War not as the breakdown of a nation but as its 
fulfillment" (Thornton 2004: 195; for a similar story of Civil War collection and 
commemoration set in Virginia, see Ryder 1998).  By keeping Prudence's material 
belongings, and those of their earlier ancestors, in situ, Sally and Nancy were able to 
411 
honor their sister and their family, while also repurposing the Fairbanks narrative to 
celebrate a colonial past.  
 The Potter's American Monthly article also echoed Young's testimony in the way 
in which it situated the Fairbanks House within a broader historical narrative.  Like 
Young, Lossing related accounts of the Fairbanks family living near "the dense morass 
known as Wigwam Swamp, in which fierce wolves were kenneled.  So plentiful were 
they that a bounty was offered for the lives of those beasts" (1876: 244).  In this instance, 
the natural landscape took on an ominous tone as a dark, dangerous unknown.  Preceding 
this description was an outline of a neighborhood in which "the Indians were quite 
numerous"; fortunately, according to the author, the indigenous groups' land had been 
purchased fairly, which gave the "barbarians" no reason to attack the family (1876: 244).  
Here the swamp-dwelling wolves and local tribes were given equal footing as 
environmental factors that needed to be overcome (compare these characterizations to the 
Fairbanks sisters-through-Young's [1977: 1] accounts of Native Americans lurking "all 
about them").  In the face of progress, nature was to be transcended, not admired, and, in 
the Dedham narrative, uncivilized nature was civilized through formal systems of bounty 
and real estate economics.  Lossing then transitioned from the Fairbanks' relationship 
with their surroundings to an extended and magniloquent retelling of the events of King 
Philip's War, including Dedham's involvement in the conflict (1876: 244–246).  From 
this struggle, Lossing jumped to Dedham's role in the Revolutionary War (1876: 247).  
Note the progression from a struggle of civilization against nature to a patriotic fight for 
civil liberties—conflict had evolved.  Finally, the article concluded with a return to the 
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Fairbanks House via a massive oak tree that, as Lossing writes, was nearly purchased for 
the construction of the U.S.S. Constitution.  Like the tree, the house's ephemeral 
narratives of history and patriotism went hand-in-hand. 
 The Potter's American Monthly article offers a window into a conception of 
historicity shared by many late 19th-century Americans.  It differs somewhat from 
Prudence, Sally, and Nancy's dedication to their family history, prized as it was for its 
genealogical connections, but fundamental traits emerge from each.  Though Lossing and 
the Fairbanks sisters likely believed their traditions to be true, the pure veracity or precise 
details of their stories were less important, if they were even a consideration at all, than 
the sense of pride that came with lengthy durations.  The authenticity of the past was not 
bound up in academic exactitude, but in the patina of objects, the hands that may have 
touched them, and the state of the present in comparison to days gone by (expressed in 
terms of durational continuity for the Fairbanks family and durational progress for 
Lossing and the Centennial celebrants).  Although their goals may have differed, the 
sisters' reverence for their family history and the Potter's article lauding it reveal the 
collective importance placed on the past.  The national narrative celebrated figures great 
and small, known and unknown; the foremost feature, however, was not the parts, but the 
whole.  The country was changing and 19th-century citizens were prepared to honor their 
conceptions of the nation's past and express their hopes for its future. 
 On May 12, 1877, at the age of 87, Sally Fairbanks died.  An obituary in the 
Dedham Transcript remarked at her advanced age and lamented the loss as "the division 
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of two lives—Miss Sally and Miss Nancy—between whom had existed the closest and 
most endearing relations" ("Death of a Worthy Lady" 1877; Fairbanks 1897: 157).  It 
requires no interpretative leap to estimate the difficulty of this time for Nancy Fairbanks.  
She had lost her two sisters, with whom she had shared the aging house for all 83 years of 
her life.  Roughly six weeks after Sally died, Nancy wrote her own will; perhaps 
witnessing her sister's passing spurred her to get her affairs in order (NCPR, Docket 
#21345).  Sally appears to have written a will, but it has since been lost (her probate 
docket included a petition for will filing, but not the will itself; NCPR, Docket #6482).  
As Nancy grieved, Sally's assets were evaluated and it was determined that Sally owed 
$700 in doctor's and undertaker's expenses, administrative fees, and a $481.05 debt to the 
estate of Calvin Ellis, the sister's nephew (son of Sukey Davis and Jason Ellis) (NCPR, 
Docket #6482).  The money owed to Calvin's estate may represent debt from Mary's 
estate shared by Prudence and Sally, an additional loan provided to the sisters during a 
difficult period, or both.  To settle the estate, her administrator, Augustus B. Endicott 
(serving in the same capacity as he had for Prudence) sold Sally's share of the homelot 
(one-third) and adjacent plot (one-fifth) to Julia R. Ellis on December 31, 1878 for $700, 
the exact sum of Sally's liability (NCRD, 507: 91). 
 Nancy Fairbanks, the last of the Fairbanks sisters, died on January 19, 1879 
(Fairbanks 1897: 157).  Her will, prepared nearly two years earlier, stated that her entire 
estate was to pass to her niece, Rebecca Fairbanks, daughter of Nancy's brother, Joshua 
(NCPR, Docket #21345).  The document also requested that Rebecca, as executrix of the 
estate, be ruled exempt from giving sureties on the bond of executorship.  Perhaps Nancy 
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had difficulty with the $800 bond on her sister Sally's estate and wished for Rebecca to 
avoid the same trouble.  Nancy's Dedham Transcript obituary, published six days after 
her death, was the most detailed of the sisters' death notices ("Death of a Venerable 
Lady" 1879).  In addition to mentioning Nancy's relationship with her sisters, it recited, in 
a varyingly erroneous or embellished manner, notes from the Fairbanks family's history, 
including the 1633 journey aboard the Speedwell made by "John Fairbanks," the grant he 
secured from King James for land in Dedham, and the lack of additions to the house 
beyond a "small L" ("Death of a Venerable Lady" 1879: 1).  While the author may have 
learned these details from the Potter's American Monthly article that held some of the 
same inaccuracies, it seems more likely that the consistency between the two sources 
reveals some of the traditions associated with the Fairbanks family.   
 The obituary continued in a fashion similar to that of the Potter's article, 
highlighting the durational trajectories some of the material culture displayed in the 
house, including "an old musket . . .; ancient crockery and pottery, together with a large 
collection of antique furniture and household utensils" ("Death of a Venerable Lady" 
1879: 1).  Apparently Nancy was known to comment that "she was the greatest curiosity 
that the antiquated building contained" ("Death of a Venerable Lady" 1879: 1).  The 
obituary's author also related that Nancy often shared the home and its contents with 
visitors ("Death of a Venerable Lady" 1879: 1). 
[She]could interest her hearers for hours with the recital of events of the 
past . . . she was patriotic to the last extreme, and loved dearly to recount 
the events of national history, as did her sister Prudence, who was able to 
give an extended history of the trials and deprivations through which the  
country passed in the War of the Revolution. 
415 
There was a very clear path in the text that moved from family history to material culture 
to retelling historical events; crucially, the journey was cast in patriotism.  To love one's 
country was to recite its history, preferably with the help of patinated objects to help 
extend the narrative's durations into the past.  This trait was, in the opinion of the 
obituary's writer, not prevalent enough; he offered the following admonition at the end of 
the article: "thus passes away the last of a hardy family of pioneers, whose labors have 
contributed so much toward the prosperity which the generations of to-day so little 
appreciated" ("Death of a Venerable Lady" 1879: 1). 
 
Rebecca Fairbanks (1827–1908) 
 When Nancy passed away, Rebecca Fairbanks, the youngest of Joshua Fairbanks' 
living children and his only unmarried offspring, and Rufus Mills, Joshua's son-in-law 
(widower of Joshua's daughter Harriet Sophia, who died in 1869) were living in the 
Fairbanks House (Fairbanks 1897: 300–301).  Rebecca inherited a one-third share of the 
homestead from Nancy in 1879 and was almost certainly residing there by that time, if 
not earlier (she was listed in Dedham with Rufus in the records of the 1880 federal census 
[USCB 1880]).  That said, it is difficult to determine exactly when Rebecca moved into 
the house; she was not listed as living there in the 1870 federal census nor was she 
mentioned as a resident in the Potter's American Monthly article (USCB 1870; Lossing 
1876).  A November 21, 1881 article about the house in American Architect and Building 
News mentions that "members of the seventh generation now occupy the house" ("The 
'Fairbanks House,' Dedham, Mass.").  The author appears to have mistaken Rebecca and 
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Rufus (eighth generation) for the seventh generation.  It is also unclear exactly where she 
lived prior to moving into the family house, although she likely would have resided with 
her parents.  The 1850 federal census included the household of Joshua Fairbanks, his 
wife Clarissa Bird, and a 22-year-old daughter named "Clara R. Fairbanks" (USCB 
1850).  This age matches Rebecca's—could the initial "R" stand for Rebecca, a name she 
later adopted fully?  Five years later, the Massachusetts State Census described a similar 
household composition (MACD 1855).  After 1860, neither Clara R. nor Rebecca were 
included with the Joshua Fairbanks household, nor could they be located elsewhere. 
 Over the course of the next three years, from 1880 to 1883, the land comprising 
the Fairbanks estate was involved in a variety of exchanges and settlements designed to 
establish ownership over bounded territories.  Prior to this period, the tracts were divided 
into unspecified shares, beginning when Mary bequeathed portions of three plots to 
Prudence, Sally, Nancy, and Joshua in 1843 (NCPR, Docket #6473; Figure 7–17).  The 
Fairbanks sisters sold or bequeathed their shares to Calvin Ellis, Julia Ellis, and Rebecca 
Fairbanks, as discussed above (NCRD, 345: 320; 417: 148; 507: 91; NCPR, Docket 
#21345).  When Calvin Ellis died, he divided his land between his children George C. 
Ellis and Julia R. Ellis (his wife Maria also received a sizable dower) (NCPR, Docket 
#6101).  Thus George and Julia each received half of Calvin's one-third share of the 
Fairbanks homelot (roughly 3 acres), two-fifths share of the adjacent tract (roughly 28 
acres), and four-fifths of a plot of pasture and woodland on Wigwam Plain (roughly 42 
acres).  The following year George, Julia, and Maria formally partitioned the land given 
to them by Calvin in a series of deeds (NCRD, 475: 302; 475: 303).  As part of the   
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agreement, Julia received her father's shares of the Fairbanks homelot and the adjacent 
tract, while George was granted the Wigwam Plain territory.  Of particular note is the 
deed associated with the latter tract, which clearly referred to the land as "four undivided 
fifth parts" (NCRD, 475: 302; my emphasis).  Whatever confusion may have resulted 
from Mary Fairbanks' will, which seemingly divided her property into six-fifths, it did 
not affect the Ellis' perception of their holdings.  In their minds, by 1878, Julia owned 
two-thirds of the Fairbanks homelot and three-fifths of the adjacent tract, and George was 
in possession of four-fifths of the Wigwam Plain land. 
 At some point, likely soon after his 1865 death, Joshua Fairbanks' land was 
granted to some or all of his children.  No probate docket or deed records have been 
located in association with these distributions, but their details can be gleaned from later 
documents.  Based on these documents, which will be reviewed below, it appears that 
Joshua granted half of his share of his mother's land to his eldest daughter, Nancy Tripp, 
and half to his granddaughter, Ellen Wightman (it is possible that Wightman's share 
passed through her mother, Susan Evans).  Each daughter was married and living in New 
York and Rhode Island, respectively (Fairbanks 1897: 300–301).  It does not appear that 
Joshua passed land to his youngest daughter, Rebecca, perhaps because she was already 
living in the homestead and owned a portion of it and the adjacent land.  Or perhaps she 
was given other parts of Joshua's estate.  Regardless, Rebecca received a portion of her 
father's land in 1879, when Ellen Wightman transferred ownership of her portion of 
Joshua's "two fifths part" of the land next to the homelot and the Wigwam Plain tract 
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(NCRD, 508: 319).  From this document, Ellen clearly believed that her father was given 
a two-fifths share of Mary's land. 
 This belief was challenged in 1880, when Julia Ellis requested a formal partition 
of the land she owned in common with Rebecca Fairbanks and Nancy Tripp (NCPR, 
Docket #21813).  In her request, Julia stated that she owned two-thirds of the Fairbanks 
homelot (Rebecca owned the remaining one-third), and three-fifths of the adjacent tract 
(Rebecca was said to own three-tenths and Nancy Tripp was said to own one-tenth).  
From this document, we can see that Julia believed that Joshua, who in her mind was 
given one-fifth of Mary's estate, had passed half of his share (one-tenth) to Nancy Tripp 
and half (one-tenth) to Ellen Wightman.  Thus, when Rebecca was granted Ellen's 
interest, she gained one-tenth, which when combined with her previously held one-fifth 
inherited from Nancy Fairbanks gave her three-tenths ownership (see Figure 7–17).  No 
records of a civil court case to settle the partition have been found in the Massachusetts 
State Supreme Judicial Court Archives and no court case dockets were mentioned in later 
deeds describing how the land was partitioned.  The territory was surveyed in conjunction 
with the partition request (Figures 7–18 and 7–19); it has been speculated that this may 
indicate that the court commissioned the survey, but that the case never went to trial 
(Elizabeth Bouvier, pers. comm., 26 March 2013). 
 Once the details of Mary's will were determined, the ownership of the Fairbanks 
homelot, adjoining plot, and Wigwam Plain land were delineated in a series of deeds 
spanning December 6, 1882 to January 12, 1883.  In the first, George Ellis, his   
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wife Clara B. Ellis, and Nancy Tripp granted a little more than 8 acres (or one-fifth) of 
the Wigwam Plain territory to Rebecca Fairbanks (NCRD, 542: 609; see Figure 7–18).  
The second deed documented the grant of approximately 33 acres of land on Wigwam 
Plain from Rebecca and Nancy Tripp to George and Claire Ellis (NCRD, 543: 25; see 
Figure 7–18).  The final two deeds granted Julia Leavitt (formerly Julia Ellis; Julia 
married Edward W. Leavitt) all of the remaining land in question, with the exception of a 
seven-eighths acre plot that contained the Fairbanks homestead (NCRD, 543: 601; 543: 
602; see Figure 7–19).  One year later, on July 5, 1883, Rebecca sold the 8 acres of 
Wigwam Plain that she had received in the partition to J. R. Bullard for $585 (NCRD, 
548: 217).  When the flurry of land exchanges was finished, the Fairbanks estate owned 
by Rebecca had undergone a significant alteration of its physical duration: it consisted of 
the seven-eighths of an acre on which the ancient house sat. 
 By the end of the 19th century, only two members of the Fairbanks family lived in 
the ancestral home and the size of the homelot was greatly diminished.  Yet beyond the 
property, the house and its history had never been more popular.  Its uniqueness as a 
surviving example of early architecture was honored in an 1881 American Architect and 
Building News article ("The 'Fairbanks House,' in Dedham, Mass.").  The article's author 
described the history of Dedham, placing the Fairbanks House as a living example of the 
area's antiquity.  Very little is detailed about the family's history beyond Jonathan's life 
and immediate family, but the author does point out that the house was continually 
occupied by Fairbanks families "who have all carefully treasured such heir-looms as 
descended to them" ("The 'Fairbanks House,' in Dedham, Mass." 1881: 255).  In 1892, 
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the Fairbanks House again made news, but this time it was not its preservation, but its 
potential destruction that earned it space in the Boston Daily Advertiser.  On July 16, the 
newspaper published an article about how the house had been struck by lightning during 
a thunder storm in which "at times the whole heavens seemed on fire" ("Old Fairbanks 
House" 1892: 2).  According to the reporter, the house was "partially demolished" and "a 
dog under a bed occupied by Miss Rebecca Fairbanks was instantly killed, but Miss 
Fairbanks escaped injury" ("Old Fairbanks House" 1892: 2).  After describing the "huge 
ball of blue and red flame" that damaged the house, the writer concluded that "the house 
is so badly injured that it may have to be torn down" ("Old Fairbanks House" 1892: 2).  
Young recalled the same story in her oral testimony and added the recollection that "for a 
while a strange family took charge and for the first time in two hundred and fifty years 
the old house was occupied by persons 'not to the manor born'" (1977: 1).  Alvin Lincoln 
Jones, in a chapter about the Fairbanks House in his 1894 book Under Colonial Roofs, 
supports both parts of the story, reporting the violent storm and Rebecca's decision to 
"remove to Boston" for the winter (1894: 191).  Evidently she returned the following 
summer; in the interim, the house was rented to non-Fairbanks residents. 
 While Jones concluded his chapter with the details surrounding Rebecca's 
occupancy, the preceding elements of his narrative provide significant insight into the 
traditions surrounding the Fairbanks House at the end of the 19th century.  Jones 
deployed prose in Romantic strokes similar to those used in the Potter's American 
Monthly article.  The chapter opens by describing how the house seemed to fade into the 
natural world (Jones 1894: 184).  
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The gray walls, tinted by the brush of Father Time with the natural stain of 
rain-drops; the moss-grown shingles on the roof in varying shades of sage 
and mauve; the deep green of the tall old elms; . . . the purple shadows on 
the tree-trunks and on the weather-beaten clapboards,—make up a  
composition of form and color which is hard to equal. 
Like the Potter's article, Jones celebrates the home's unity with nature (never mind that 
its unpainted exterior and curious shape were evidence of the family's lack of economic 
success).  In fact, so picturesque was the scene, Jones writes, that Rebecca had trouble 
with amateur painters and photographers "[squatting] all over the lawn" (Jones 1894: 
184).  Although the image appears in rather humorous contrast to the veneration of 
natural splendor of which Jones first spoke, the issue was apparently prevalent and 
offensive enough that curious visitors who strayed beyond the fieldstone wall that ran 
along East Street were warned off of the property (this is the first, but not the last, 
published example of how Rebecca felt about tourists). 
 The next portion of Jones' discussion takes the reader on a journey through the 
house, moving from room to room, often pausing to relate anecdotes about particular 
spaces or objects.  Beginning outside the house, we are informed that "long years ago an 
Indian arrow projected from the roof, having been there beyond the memory of any of the 
family" (Jones 1984: 185).  Apparently the arrow (or arrowhead) was removed during a 
later re-shingling effort.  Jones takes pains to compare the appearance of the house to 
contemporary architectural styles, noting the "very peculiar" effect of the asymmetrical 
windows, the presence of a well (although he mentions that the house was connected to 
the town water supply), and low doorways (Jones 1894: 185).  His descriptions appeal to 
multiple senses: the kitchen summer beam, previously painted, had turned to a "deep 
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chocolate brown, the result of age and smoke from the wood fires of two centuries"; a 
smooth hollow was worn into the step into the lean-to from "the passing and repassing of 
countless footsteps"; the walls had sunk to a height of less than five feet (Jones 1894: 
186).  At every turn, the passage of time was measured in visible patina, the crucial 
indicators of objects' durational trajectories. 
 As Jones continued his trip through the house, he invited his readers to share in 
the joys of his discoveries, as if writer and reader together were shaking the dust out of 
the old space to see what they could find.  With references to findings, collectors, and 
prices, Jones tells of encountering china, old books, prints of Revolutionary War events, 
broken clocks, oil lamps, table linens, and clothing.  He mourns the fact that "a great 
many of the best relics have been sold or given away, yet we found a store of curiosities 
remaining" (Jones 1894: 188).  In the kitchen chamber, Jones relates that "long we 
lingered in this dark chamber, searching the dim corners for souvenirs of days gone by" 
(Jones 1894: 188).  He and his companions admired "foot-warmers and spinning-wheels, 
candle-moulds, Dutch ovens, and other articles of domestic use" before breathlessly 
describing how "from out of the depths of the gloom we brought to light the frame of an 
old window with a dozen of the diamond-shaped panes still remaining.  We had about 
given up all hope of ever finding any of these panes in any house in New England" (Jones 
1894: 188).  Jones' portrayal of his experience in the Fairbanks House evokes the tales of 
archaeological discovery in Egypt and Mesopotamia that would captivate the world in the 
1920s.  His chapter treats the house not as a reliquary, as the Fairbanks sisters had done, 
but as a site ripe for excavation (or looting).  The objects held therein were described as 
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"relics," "curiosities," and "souvenirs," some of which were "valuable" (Jones 1894: 186, 
188).  Their value came from their durational trajectories (imagined or otherwise), 
communicated physically in worn edges and discolored surfaces. 
 It was only after describing the rooms of the Fairbanks House and their material 
culture that Jones outlined portions of the family's genealogy.  Emphasis was placed on 
the male heads of household as the home passed from generation to generation (much of 
his sketch was based on a preliminary manuscript of Lorenzo Sayles Fairbanks' 
genealogy).  When his discussion reached the Fairbanks sisters, Jones mentioned mutual 
affection and in doing so, made a point to quash the rumors spread by "remorseless 
scandalmongers" who claimed that the house's three staircases accommodated three 
sisters who preferred to move about the home without seeing or speaking to one another 
(Jones 1894: 190).  We are left to wonder where these stories originated as they seem to 
stand in opposition to most other sources relating the sisters' relationships.  This tale and 
that of the lightning strike that killed Rebecca's dog are grouped with the broader 
treatment of the Fairbanks lineage, which in Jones' text is essentially divorced from the 
history of the family home and its material culture.  The aura of the place enthralled 
Jones; the people who occupied the past were of secondary concern. 
 Jones relayed much of the information concerning the Fairbanks House through 
his own filter, but one fact was certain: as he reported, "Miss Rebecca" wanted to the sell 
the family homestead (Jones 1894: 185).  There were likely multiple reasons for 
Rebecca's decision, not the least of which was the thunder storm incident.  It was clear 
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from Jones' chapter that Rebecca had grown weary of the attention paid to the house as it 
continued to grow in notoriety.  The declining health of her brother-in-law Rufus may 
have also been a factor; Rufus died on January 10, 1895 (Fairbanks 1897: 301).  Later 
that year, Rebecca conveyed the estate to John Crowley, a real estate agent, under the 
agreement that she be permitted to live in the house for six months "or longer if she may 
desire" (NCRD, 747: 372).  Evidently she did desire, as she remained in the home for 
years afterward.  Crowley initially struggled to find a buyer who would preserve the 
house.  In April of 1897, a letter written by Mrs. Nelson V. Titus, the Treasurer for the 
"Fund for Preservation" of the Fairbanks House, was published in the Boston Transcript 
("A Last Appeal for the Fairbanks House"; as cited in Cummings 2003: 41).  The letter 
called for donors to help raise $4,500 (the price Crowley paid for it, according to Titus) to 
purchase the house.  In her final appeal, Titus admonished the Transcript readers: "Will 
the 'Sons' and 'Daughters' of Massachusetts allow this famous old house to be destroyed?" 
("A Last Appeal for the Fairbanks House," as quoted in Cummings 2003: 41). 
 Massachusetts' children would not, as it turned out, let the Fairbanks House be 
destroyed.  A mere five days after her letter appeared in the Transcript, Titus penned a 
second notice announcing the donation of the house's asking price from Mrs. J. Amory 
Codman and her daughter, Martha C. Codman, both of Boston (see Cummings 2003: 41).  
The Codman family had earned a fortune in shipping and were major philanthropists and 
socialites in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Martha Codman later married young 
Russian singer Maxim Karolik; a portion of the couple's art is displayed in the Museum 
of Fine Arts' Art of the Americas wing—see Knight 2010).  On April 26, 1897, Crowley 
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signed over the property to the Codmans (NCRD, 784: 182).  Rebecca had officially 
forfeited her right to occupy the house six weeks earlier, on March 7, 1897, but continued 
to live there for more than seven years (NCRD, 784: 181).  So began the rather fraught 
relationship between Rebecca Fairbanks and the property's eager stewards, the group who 
would become the Fairbanks Family in America, Inc. 
 In the period after the Codmans purchased the Fairbanks House, it continued to 
attract attention in contemporary media.  The Dedham Historical Register, a publication 
of the Dedham Historical Society, had reprinted an abridged version of Jones' 1894 
chapter earlier in 1897 ("The Old Fairbanks House" 1897).  Later, an article in the Boston 
Herald written months after the sale (possibly spurred by the Codman's social 
connections) recorded a number of traditions associated with house (Hassam 1897).  
After conversations with Rebecca, the article's author, Frederick Hassam, speculated 
about the house's construction, applauded the continuous line of Fairbanks occupants, and 
provided detailed accounts of some of the house's material culture.  In particular, Hassam 
was fascinated with the long rifle displayed in the kitchen.  About it, Hassam writes 
(1897: 1): 
There is a tradition that this gun was used to kill an Indian, which I don't 
think can be verified. . . . It is probably true that the family was always 
friendly with and often entertained the Indians.  The present occupant of 
the house, Miss Rebecca Fairbanks, has often heard her father say he fully 
realized that from the beginning the kindly good will and hospitality 
shown by his ancestors to the Indians were what save the house from 
pillage. . . . Miss Fairbanks says it was well known to the older members 
of the family that in very cold weather Indian scouts, travelling from 
trible[sic] to tribe, were given a good supper and allowed to sleep in front 
of the fireplace in the kitchen, and be served with a hearty breakfast before 
leaving on their tramp.  The American Indian was always true to everyone 
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who did him a favor or was friendly to him, and it is my opinion that the 
existence of the old house as we see it today is attributable to the good 
qualities of the Indian, as well as the humane character of the Fairbanks  
family. 
This lengthy tale, even in an abridged form, paints what is almost certainly an idealized 
portrait of the Fairbanks family and their relationship with the area's indigenous groups.  
It would seem difficult, for instance, to reconcile this tradition with the legend of the 
Native American arrow that protruded from the Fairbanks House roof for many years.  
The tone also contrasts with that struck in earlier articles that accentuated the inherent 
danger of the contact period.  Yet the message of Hassam's narrative is less about the 
specific instances of communing with Native Americans and more about the hospitable 
nature of the Fairbanks family.  Such a message would serve Rebecca well as she dealt 
with encroaching visitors and the increasing possibility of losing her home (which, 
admittedly, she had sold).  Reflecting upon the family's generosity also aided the 
preservationists who wished to repair and prepare the house for its life as a museum, but 
did not want to appear callous in asking an elderly woman to leave her ancestral 
residence. 
 In the remainder of his article, Hassam discussed several familiar aspects of the 
family history, including the age and lineal occupation of the house, the thunderstorm of 
1892, and the attempted purchase of an ancient elm for the construction of the U.S.S. 
Constitution.  He also reports that in September of 1886, Rebecca erected a slate plaque 
near the house honoring her family's connection to the 250th anniversary of Dedham's 
founding (Hassam 1897: 1).  The memorial identifies the site as the home of Jonathan 
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Fairbanks and lists him as signer of the Dedham Covenant (Figure 7–20).  Hassam also 
makes it a point to state that Rebecca financed the construction and installation of the 
plaque (1897: 1).  Whereas Jones' chapter shared Rebecca's frustrations about visitors 
flocking to the house, the Sunday Herald article shows her promoting the homestead's 
heritage (note, though, that the plaque was placed outside of the fence-line surrounding 
the property).  It seems that although Rebecca cherished her privacy, she also shared her 
sisters' devotion to her family's history. 
 Eighteen ninety-eight, the year after Hassam's article was printed, saw the 
publication of two additional stories about the Fairbanks House.  On April 17, 1898, an 
article ran in the Boston Daily Globe whose central intent was to explore a mystery 
surrounding a series of watercolors found in the Fairbanks House ("A Rare Find").  It was 
speculated that the watercolors, which depicted battles of the Revolutionary War, were 
crafted by engraver Amos Doolittle or an artist identified only as "Honeyman" ("A Rare 
Find" 1898; a definitive answer was not provided in the article and unfortunately the 
prints are no longer in possession of the Fairbanks family).  Before arriving at the details 
of the question, however, the article's author penned a unabashedly nationalistic 
description of the house and its significance ("A Rare Find" 1898): 
It is a monument dedicated to the greatest thing in the world, the thing 
which makes great nations, 'the household.'  It is the one monument in 
New England today that tells of the spirit which animated the early settlers 
of New England, who braved the wide Atlantic to make for themselves a  
home and a new nation. 
This rendering of the Fairbanks House places value on its domestic qualities—it was the 
crucible in which nationhood was forged.  As the article continues, it articulates the   
431 
 
family's charitable character, much like Hassam did in the pages of the Sunday Herald.  
According to the Boston Daily Globe piece, the house was a "'safe harbor' for all who 
were in distress," including "Indian and tory and continental alike," and it was this 
unerringly munificent quality that saved the house from destruction ("A Rare Find" 
1898).  More than 100 years after the Revolutionary War, what would previously have 
been considered treasonous (safeguarding Tories) was now an admirable quality.  The 
second 1898 publication that concerned the Fairbanks House was a compilation of 
Figure 7–20: Photograph of the Fairbanks House from the northeast, showing plaque 
commissioned by Rebecca Fairbanks (Photo courtesy of Leon Abdalian and the 
Boston Public Library, Print Department). 
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photographs and drawings printed by American Architect and Building News (Wallis et 
al. 1898).  Included in the volume were a photograph of the Fairbanks House's exterior 
and a page of drawings of its floorplan, interior architectural details, and antique furniture 
(Wallis et al. 1898: plates 25 and 26). 
 While many commemorated the Fairbanks House in print, the tense situation 
between Rebecca and the family preservationists had not been resolved.  The Fairbanks 
Family in America, Inc. formed in 1903, held their first official family reunion in August 
of that year, and published the first edition of their family newsletter, Ye Fayerbanke 
Historial (which would later become The Homestead Courier), in November.  The 
document included more than 50 pages of society information, such as officer elections, 
and historical data, including transcriptions of Jonathan Fairbanks' estate inventory and a 
reprint of Jones' chapter from Under Colonial Roofs (Fairbanks Family in America 
1903).  Yet the family homestead was not empty.  Despite signing away her right to live 
in the house without rental charges in 1897, Rebecca continued to reside there until 1904, 
when the disagreement came to a head.  After a series of letters asking her to vacate the 
premises were sent to Rebecca by association representatives in October of 1904, a writ 
of ejectment was served to her on November 4, calling her to court to address the issue.  
An article published in the Dedham Transcript detailed the situation and reprinted the 
letters sent to Rebecca, which addressed her as "Cousin" or "Dear Cousin" ("Miss 
Rebecca Fairbanks Must Move" 1904).  The Transcript reporter described Rebecca's 
response: "'My birthday is almost here,' observed the old lady as she sat in her invalid 
chair by the window, . . . 'and I am to get as my birthday present driven from my home'" 
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("Miss Rebecca Fairbanks Must Move" 1904: 1).  She reported that she would leave to 
live with the Peter O'Leary family in Dedham and that sickness had hindered her 
mobility, preventing her from entering the kitchen "for more than a year" and "out to my 
shed but once in three" ("Miss Rebecca Fairbanks Must Move" 1904: 1).  Rebecca icily 
concluded that she "never had any trouble until my cousins, as they call themselves, the 
Fairbanks Family in America, was formed" ("Miss Rebecca Fairbanks Must Move" 1904: 
1).  The article presents another side of the story from Judge Rufus G. Fairbanks, 
identified as the custodian of the house, who argued that Rebecca had given up her life 
interest in the property and still continued to live there rent-free for seven years 
afterward.  Rebecca vacated the house within the week and the writ of ejectment was 
dropped.  She was the last resident of the Fairbanks House; after she left, the property 
transitioned from house to house museum. 
 
"The thing that makes great nations" 
 In the 72 years between the death of Ebenezer Fairbanks Jr. and the removal of 
Rebecca Fairbanks from the homestead, the family's identity shifted from one of 
respectable agriculturalists to one of surviving examples of a past time.  When Mary 
inherited the estate from her husband, she initiated the Fairbanks' move away from 
agriculture and helped to settle many of her husband's debts.  Together with her 
daughters, she continued to host visitors and to participate in social affairs as much as the 
family's reduced state would permit, all while selling much of the estate's land and 
farming tools.  These decisions had a significant impact on the Fairbanks landscape's 
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durational trajectories.  When the estate was passed to Prudence, Sally, and Nancy, they 
continued the transition their mother had initiated, selling land to settle her debts and 
likely practicing small-scale crop cultivation closer to home.  They too sought to maintain 
an appearance of respectability through personal adornment and entertaining.  The sisters 
remained dedicated to their family's identity, preserving the home's interior and creating 
new intangible durations through sharing stories of the family's past with the help of the 
physical durational trajectories of the antiques and heirlooms that filled the space.  As 
time passed, the sisters' memory work was amplified by the public's desire to move past 
the American Civil War via nostalgic nationalism and to counter concerns over 
contemporary cultural shifts, such as increases in immigration and urbanism, that 
occurred in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
 The temporal elongation of the family's identity, from of-the-moment to uniquely 
durational, is an important example of how heritage can be used to appropriate the past in 
service of the present (Ashworth and Graham 2005; Holtorf 2005).  G. J. Ashworth and 
Brian Graham describe a similar use of heritage as "the ways in which very selective 
material artifacts, mythologies, memories and traditions become resources for the 
present" (2005: 4).  Prudence, Sally, and Nancy used the durations of their house and its 
material culture as a means of grieving for their parents (and eventually each other), 
honoring their family's memory, and connecting the Fairbanks name to a national 
narrative.  Though these processes involved harkening to a version of the past, they 
brought prestige to the family name, to the house, and to its residents.  For the public who 
absorbed Fairbanks heritage through visitation or popular media, the Fairbanks House 
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was a remnant of a Golden Age, a durational link to an imagined era of morality and 
honesty.  The fact that it was still standing offered a glimmer of hope for those wishing to 
return to a simpler time.  It also represented a degree of stability and continuity to a 
population weakened by the Civil War. 
 It is important that we view Mary, Prudence, Sally, Nancy, and Rebecca's 
memory work within the growing momentum of early preservation efforts, many of 
which were initiated and/or led by women.  Historian Sarah J. Purcell has noted the early 
19th-century shift in commemoration and public memory towards the stories of less 
prominent individuals (e.g., women, children, African-Americans) associated  with 
significant national events (2002).  By the mid-19th century, women's preservation 
groups such as the Mount Vernon Ladies Association and the Association for the 
Preservation of Virginia Antiquities took responsibility for saving the colonial sites and 
the houses of  major figures in American history (West 1999).  These groups connected 
heritage to the home, highlighting domestic character, family values, and everyday life 
(see Beranek 2011 for an example of a similar phenomenon at the Barrett and Hancock-
Clarke houses).  The Fairbanks women practiced a similar form of tradition-sharing, 
though not in an official capacity, one that bound the durational history of their family 
and their home to a narrative of an idealized colonial past.   
 The expressions of heritage summarized above certainly had their differences.  
The Fairbanks sisters displayed objects and told stories that emphasized their family's 
permanence.  For Lossing and other's celebrating the county's centennial, historical 
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material culture provided useful comparisons illustrating societal progress.  The authors 
of the sisters' obituaries cast their memory work as patriotic recitation that honored 
nationhood.  In Jones' narrative, history was a treasure trove of curiosities and valuables 
that were in many ways separate from the faceless individuals who used them.  People of 
the past, for Jones, were reflected in surfaces rubbed smooth from handling and quirky 
objects whose utility mystified contemporary audiences.  In articles by Hassam and the 
Boston Daily Globe, the heritage of the Fairbanks House was its idyllic domestic 
hospitality.  As "the thing that makes great nations," the household was the pinnacle of 
sacred morality ("A Rare Find" 1898). 
 Although the function of heritage differed among its many stakeholders, certain 
fundamental characteristics underpinned their discussions.  First, and most simply, the 
importance of duration pervaded each source.  Arguably, the texts might not have been 
created without a preexisting interest in the past, but the fact that many articles were 
written and that their treatment of historical material was so diverse shows that 19th-
century writers believed in the utility and narrative capacity of heritage.  Second, both the 
Fairbanks sisters and authors of the various texts understood history as embedded within 
the durational trajectories of places and material culture.  Depending on the source, the 
house's physicality held power as a connection with nature, reliquary of sacred objects, 
unexplored archaeological site, or link to a nation's roots.  It was an observable symbol 
that itself bore visible markers of its antiquity, an association no doubt aided by the 
overgrown vegetation and needed repairs that existed in the late 19th century.  The house, 
like the material culture it held, also showed patina in faded clapboards and slumping 
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timbers.  Inside, objects were smoke-stained, hand-smoothed, and light-faded.  
Durational qualities were visibly etched on their surfaces.  Their patina gave the 
assemblage an aura of historicity; there was no doubting their antiquity, and thus their 
potential heritage energy, because it was immediately observable.  There was a power to 
the dusty corners and chipped china that was evident in each writer's words. 
 
The Fairbanks House Becomes a Museum 
 Throughout the 19th century, the residents of the Fairbanks House leveraged its 
durational trajectories to their benefit.  When the last resident departed, the house's past 
was wielded by a new group of people.  The site was transformed from a domicile into a 
heritage institution that attracted thousands of tourists.  Through this process, it retained 
and expanded its influence and importance to generations of Fairbanks families, many of 
whom would make a pilgrimage to visit the house for annual family reunions.  The 
Fairbanks Family in America stewardship group curated the property and maintained the 
preservation of the house.  The doors of the museum have been open for more than 100 
years and as a result, the identity of the Fairbanks family and their ancestral homestead 
has been distributed across the world. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
THE CONSTRUCTION OF HERITAGE AT THE  
FAIRBANKS HOUSE MUSEUM 
 
Introduction: Heritage at the Fairbanks House Museum 
 Henri Bergson spoke of duration as that which, “gnaws on things, and leaves on 
them the mark of its tooth” (1944: 46).  A number of durations have left their mark on the 
Fairbanks House.  Its complex identity had stretched to distant reaches, but within its 
crouching walls and slouching foundations, we can observe the marks of creation, 
change, and alteration.  The menagerie of objects stored within its chambers tells a 
multitude of stories spanning centuries.  Through their passionate dedication and ritual 
remembrances, the Fairbanks family descendants recite and rewrite the house’s 
immaterial durations, bending time and fusing past and present.  These temporal 
acrobatics, while specific to the Fairbanks House’s complex past, are similar to those 
occurring and reoccurring at other historic houses.  Caught up in the historic preservation 
movement, many sought to turn these buildings into beacons of simple virtue that would 
shine through the bleak, confusing age of industrialism.  Historic homes, however, are so 
much more.  They reference not only created pasts, but multi-temporal networks in which 
time overlaps, doubles back, and collapses.  The question of how heritage at these sites is 
constructed, interpreted, and absorbed by the general public is an essential issue worthy 
of our attention.  Historic houses are time warps; navigating them is our responsibility. 
 In this chapter, I consider the Fairbanks House museum as a sort of time warp, 
one in which visitors engage with the house's past in creative and personal ways.  To 
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begin, I outline the changes made to the property in the late 19th and 20th centuries that 
helped to ensure its stability, continuity, and thus, its place as an important historical 
landmark.  Next, I provide a short background of the preservation movement in New 
England; this will help provide context to the Fairbanks House's place on the preservation 
landscape.  I then outline the importance of the Fairbanks House as a mnemonic for the 
descendant Fairbanks family and the means by which the house's identity was distributed 
across an expansive network of social and material relations.  These relations, together 
with the family's devotion, helped to literally fill the museum's display cases and 
figuratively increase the site's profile.  I describe the museum and tour experience as they 
currently exist.  The house has been open to visitors since the early 20th century and 
boasts a large and diverse collection of antiques, heirlooms, and archaeological artifacts.  
Its architectural antiquity is remarkable, but its allure, like that of other small historic 
house museums, transcends its slumping wooden shell.  The museum assumes an 
authority—an aesthetic appeal packaged in patina and imbued with a distinctive and 
authoritative aura—that transports visitors through a montage of time and invites them to 
paint their own picture of the past.  This journey is reminiscent of that taken by Walter 
Benjamin through the Paris Arcades (1999 [1927]).  In each instance, the individual 
encounters a hodge-podge of mundane material culture pulled from the darkened recesses 
of time and brought together in a space that is itself historic and fading.  Whereas 
Benjamin used his time in the Arcades to problematize historiography, I use the museum 
patron's visit to dissect the construction of heritage at historic houses.  Pairing 
ethnographic survey data with Benjamin's influential Arcades Project, I argue that local 
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historic house museums such as the Fairbanks House provide an experience that is 
actively creative and deeply personal. 
 
Alterations to the Fairbanks House Property 
 When the Fairbanks House transitioned from a residence to a museum, there were 
a number of changes that needed to be made to the house and the grounds.  By 1904, the 
house had been occupied for 263 years and its age showed.  Work on the structure started 
before Rebecca vacated.  Cummings argues that the house frame had been slumping for 
years, as evident in early photographs of the house that show that the southern eaves of 
the roof had bowed (e.g., see Figure 7–16; Cummings 2003: 38).  Later photographs 
taken after 1894 show straight eaves, implying the issue had been attended to, if not 
permanently resolved (e.g., Figure 8–1).  A similar comparison of photographs illustrates 
that the clapboards and weatherboards had been replaced sometime before 1903 
(compare Figures 7–16 and 8–1; Cummings 2003: 39).  Once Rebecca moved out of the 
home, more extensive work was conducted, including the installation of raised cement 
foundations under the building's front wall in 1910 and the removal of a shed that had 
stood south of the eastern addition for many years (Cummings 2003: 43; the shed can be 
seen in Figure 8–2).  Two years later, the FFA commissioned the construction of a Sears 
pre-cut bungalow less than 16 feet from the Fairbanks House's southwestern corner (see 
Figure 3–19; Fairbanks and Fairbanks 1992: 16).  The house served as a residence for the 
property's live-in curator and today also houses an administrative office and archival 
storage.  Soon after the bungalow was built, the second shed standing at the bottom of the  
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sloping southern yard was dismantled; the shed's remains can be seen in the foreground 
of a post-1912 postcard (see Figure 3–19).  This was the last outbuilding present on the 
property; after its deconstruction, only the original house and the bungalow remained. 
 The next major phases of reconstruction and preservation occurred years later, but 
not for lack of trying.  Cummings records two letters from William Sumner Appleton, the 
founder of the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities (SPNEA; now 
known as Historic New England), sent to Henry I. Fairbanks in 1916 and 1917 (2003: 
42–43).  In each letter, Appleton suggested that Fairbanks consider permitting carpenters 
to "restore and repair" portions of the home.  These requests were apparently denied, a   
 
Figure 8–1: A 1903 
photograph of Rebecca 
and a unnamed dog 
sitting in front of the 
Fairbanks House's 
eastern entryway 
(Figure courtesy of the 
Fairbanks Family in 
America). 
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fact that Cummings found quite fortunate given the "fate of so many other historic 
buildings that were 'restored' early in the twentieth century" (2003: 43). 
 In the 1950s, the house was the subject of repair and stabilization efforts.  
Discussion of this work and that which occurred in the latter half of the 20th century 
benefits from a personal archive of notes taken by Cummings during his more than 50 
years of exposure to the Fairbanks House.  According to his records, around 1952 a 
number of rotted sills were removed and concrete was poured into the resulting voids 
(Cummings 2003: 43).  A concrete block retaining wall was built in the western cellar to 
stabilize a bulging wall, and concrete footings were poured extending from the western 
Figure 8–2: Photograph of the second annual Fairbanks family reunion, c. 1903. 
Note the presence of the large shed in the background (Figure courtesy of the 
Fairbanks Family in America). 
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end of the house to the chimney.  Around the same time, a few studs were replaced in the 
western wall between the house and the lean-to, and a new front sill and floor were 
installed in the western addition (Cummings 2003: 44).  Finally, a rear plate was added in 
the learn-to and a portion of the original chimney was replaced with brick-faced cement 
(Cummings 2003: 44). 
 The Fairbanks House was well-recognized as a significant site by this time, but its 
prominence was reified nationally on October 9, 1960, when it was named a National 
Historic Landmark on the first day of the program's existence.  The house was one of ten 
sites in Massachusetts chosen for initial designation, and one of 92 sites nationwide 
(National Park Service 1987).  Though a program for identifying important national sites 
was introduced with the passage of the 1935 Historic Sites Act (the Historic American 
Buildings Survey was one extension of this act), it was not until 1960, when the program 
came under the management of the National Park Service, that a large-scale formal listing 
program was initiated (Mackintosh 1985: 4–6).  The National Historic Landmarks 
Program (NHLP) was designed to "identify, designate, recognize, and encourage the 
preservation of buildings, structures, sites, and objects of national significance" (National 
Park Service 1987: i).  When the 1966 Historic Preservation Act established the National 
Register of Historic Places, sites designated as National Historic Landmarks (including 
the Fairbanks House) were among the first sites added to the National Register 
(Mackintosh 1985: 60–61).  The fact that the Fairbanks House was chosen among the 
vanguard of the NHLP program demonstrates its accepted importance as a place of 
"national significance." 
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 The national status awarded to the Fairbanks House likely helped to fuel media 
interest when two incidents in the 1960s necessitated immediate triage repairs.  The first 
occurred on August 18, 1964, when a teenage driver spun off of East Street and crashed 
his vehicle through the street-facing side of the eastern addition ("Car Crashes 1636 
Fairbanks House" 1964; "Historic Fairbanks House Badly Damaged By Car" 1964).  As 
horrific as the accident could have been, the building sustained little structural damage 
and the driver of the car was unhurt (newspaper reports gave much greater attention to 
the former fact and very little to the latter).  The wall separating the eastern addition's two 
rooms was destroyed, but the fireplaces and corner posts were largely unharmed 
(Cummings 2003: 44).  Repairs were made by carpenter Irwin Leonard ("Historic 
Fairbanks House Badly Damaged By Car" 1964: 1).  A much more insidious event 
occurred on July 4, 1967, when arsonists placed a gasoline-soaked bundle of clothing 
near the front door of the Fairbanks House and lit it on fire (Cummings 2003: 44–45).  
The suspects were never caught, but one wonders if the date, the house's symbolic power, 
and the crime were correlated.  The damage to the structure was reportedly superficial, 
although carpenter Frank Hannaford replaced four rafters on the southern slope of the 
chimney bay roof with wood from an "old barn" (Cummings 2003: 45). 
 In the 1970s, under the guidance of the SPNEA and with a grant from the 
Massachusetts Historical Commission, the FFA developed a multi-component 
conservation plan for the site (Cummings 2003: 45).  In addition to the archaeological 
work conducted by Brown and Juli (1974) and Bower (1977), the plan involved 
fumigation to remove an infestation of powder-post beetles and stabilization of the 
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house's wooden frame.  Fumigation was completed in 1973, but the stabilization efforts 
were undertaken throughout the 1970s and officially completed in 1979.  The 
preservation began by replacing many of the first floor timbers or bolstering them with 
additional members or resin impregnation (Cummings 2003: 46).  In the hall chamber, a 
steel beam was introduced to ease tension placed on the summer beam and blocks of 
wood were placed under roof frame elements to provide additional support (Cummings 
2003: 46–47).  In 1977, the eastern addition's ceiling was stabilized with a steel plate and 
the western addition's foundation received new concrete foundations.  Also in that year, 
the stone retaining walls outside of the cellar entrance were secured with concrete and 
new timbers were added to the entryway into the eastern addition (Cummings 2003: 47).  
Finally, in 1979, a new front plate was built into the eastern side of the house and rafters 
in various parts of the dwelling were replaced.  Throughout the conservation work of the 
1970s, 11 of the building's window sashes were restored (Cummings 2003: 47–48). 
 Alterations to the house in the last quarter of the 20th century have been more 
superficial than structural.  In the spring of 1984, deteriorating plaster was restored 
throughout the house.  Around the same time, 19th-century wallpaper in the western 
addition was removed, although a fragment was conserved, framed, and hung in the 
western wing (Cummings 2003: 48).  In the spring of 1997, a plea for donations was 
published in the FFA's newsletter, The Homestead Courier, to help cover the costs of 
replacing many of the house's clapboards ("Funds Desperately Needed! Please Help....." 
1997).  The request stated that the holes in the rotten boards had allowed weather and at 
least one sparrow to invade the home's interior.  The call for funds had the desired effect 
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and the summer issue of the 1997 Homestead Courier reported that work would soon 
begin to replace the clapboards ("Work to Begin on Replacing Clapboards").  More 
recently, the FFA completed a large-scale construction project that entailed the removal 
of the existing asphalt driveway leading from Eastern Avenue to the bungalow, the 
construction of a parking lot in the property's western yard, and the creation of a slate-
paved path leading from the parking lot to both houses (for more on this project, see 
Chapter 3).  This project was finished in the summer of 2012. 
 The changes made to the Fairbanks House property were designed to ensure its 
architectural stability and increase its accessibility for future generations of tourists.  
Arguably, however, the alterations have had the effect of celebrating the house over other 
elements of the landscape, masking the property's historical function as a farmstead.  
Each episode of repair, restoration, and landscaping fundamentally changed the physical 
character of the site in the name of maintaining its identity as a historical monument.  The 
preservation of the house has allowed it to be opened to the public and shared with 
thousands of visitors.  It has also rendered the house itself as the property's primary 
feature.  Such a result is perhaps not surprising at the site of the "oldest surviving timber 
frame house in North America" ("The Fairbanks House" n.d.).  Indeed, as I have outlined 
above, many of the decisions to modify the landscape of the Fairbanks farm were made 
by family residents in response to their changing social and economic situations.  Yet the 
fact remains that the contemporary Fairbanks property features landscaped lawns, a large 
bungalow, and a notable lack of outbuildings (beyond the outline of the cobble-floored 
feature that was introduced in 2010).  In the absence of other features, the house has a 
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distinct presence.  In the remainder of this chapter, I analyze the way this presence is 
presented in Fairbanks House museum, and then I discuss the museum's role as heritage 
site. 
 
On New England House Museums 
 Historic house museums are curious places.  On one hand, they relate what is 
almost universally and intimately familiar: a sense of home.  This understanding is, in 
Jennifer Donnelly's opinion, the "greatest advantage of interpreting the past through 
historic houses" (2002: 3).  On the other hand, historic houses' existence serves to 
highlight what is different, casting a spotlight on the gap of time between past and 
present.  In their antiquity, they invite us to enjoy a glimpse of the domestic past, yet they 
are framed within a heritage-based network that is situated firmly in the present.  
Additionally, despite the fact that each shares the fundamental quality of domesticity, 
historic house museums feature an astonishing variety of interpretive schemes.  Two 
museums in the same town, even in the same neighborhood, might operate with 
completely different agendas depending on a number of factors, including the 
stewardship group's philosophy, their operating budget, the museum's history, the goals 
of the community and/or stakeholders, and the expectations of the visitor population. 
 These unique features have not been lost on the scholarly community (e.g., Smith 
1996; Spencer-Wood 1996; Handler and Gable 1997; West 1999; Paynter 2002; Holtorf 
2005; Levin 2007a; Stahlgren and Stottman 2007; Ulrich 2007; Hodge 2009; Schofield 
and Harrison 2010; Byrne et al. 2011; Hodge and Beranek 2011; Harrison et al. 2013).  
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These recent discussions of heritage at house museums have offered useful 
recommendations for building insightful an relevant management plans.  They have also 
illustrated the profound ways that archaeology, heritage, and stakeholder interests can 
overlap in the museum setting.  A common thread that runs throughout the contemporary 
conversation is a shared belief in the power of communication and collaboration between 
visitors, communities, and museum and heritage professionals.  While scholars have 
tackled museum heritage from a variety of angles, I echo Amy Levin's call for a more 
rigorous study of small, local museums (2007b).  In particular, Levin points out that 
"local museums offer us glimpses at the contradictions and dilemmas evident in any 
effort to present or represent culture" (2007b: 25).  Similarly, Charlotte Andrews, in her 
discussion of maritime heritage on the island of Bermuda, reminds us that heritage sites 
positioned away from the leading edge of interpretive innovation dominate the 
contemporary cultural landscape and thus can be useful subjects of study (2010).  As she 
argues, such sites "give space to alternative ideas that may paradoxically permit a kind of 
'quantum leap.' . . . such sectors provide a more representative barometer of current 
conditions than the typical, large-scale, urban or avant-garde focus" (Andrews 2010: 25).  
By studying the construction of heritage at one such local museum, I aim to elucidate the 
complications Levin described, not from the perspective of those re/presenting culture, 
but of those to whom it is re/presented. 
 It is important that I acknowledge again that my discussion of heritage at the 
Fairbanks House is situated within a much broader academic debate concerning the 
nature of heritage and its roles in contemporary society (see Chapter 2).  This dialogue 
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has deep roots in preservation policy and academic discussion has been ongoing for many 
years.  From Eric Hobsbawn's assertion that most national narratives are in fact "invented 
traditions" (1983) to David Lowenthal's forays in the past as a foreign country (1985), 
scholars increasingly recognize that heritage is more discursive and less concrete than 
was once thought (see Harrison 2012: 42–95).  Hobsbawn argued that inventing 
traditions is "a process of formalization and ritualization, characterized by reference to 
the past" that was initiated to promote a national agenda (1983: 4).  To Hobsbawn, 
heritage was a nationalist vehicle that used the past, not studied it.  For Lowenthal, 
heritage was not history at all, but was instead a "profession of faith in a past tailored to 
present-day purposes"; it was not an "inquiry into the past but a celebration of it" (1996: 
x).  Laurajane Smith's assessment of heritage places it "not so much as a 'thing,' but as a 
cultural and social process, which engages with acts of remembering that work to create 
ways to understand and engage with the present" (2006: 2). 
 Each of these approaches to heritage is useful, but I echo Rodney Harrison's 
assertion that the "material affect of 'things'" is a crucial component of heritage 
discourses (2012: 113).  Harrison's worries that in an effort to move heritage studies 
beyond celebrating the past in objects and buildings (to the exclusion of practices, 
memories, traditions, etc.), we have gone too far.  He seeks to find a middle ground that 
considers "the material and the discursive simultaneously" (Harrison 2012: 228).  In 
doing so, Harrison identifies heritage as "an active assembling of a series of objects, 
places and practices that we choose to hold up as a mirror to the present, associated with 
a particular set of values that we wish to take with us into the future" (2012: 228–229).  I 
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find this definition particularly relevant to my discussion of heritage at the Fairbanks 
House because it includes not only the act of preparing the museum assemblage 
(performed by generations of FFA employees and members), but also the act of viewing 
and reflecting (performed by all who visit the Fairbanks House museum).  The Fairbanks 
House and the objects it contains represent the efforts of the FFA to present a particular 
rendering of the site.  They also offer visitors the opportunity to contemplate the display 
in the context of their own contemporary values in anticipation of the future. 
The Preservation of New England Houses 
 The New England region has benefited from a long and enthusiastic preservation 
history (e.g., Brown 1995, Lindgren 1995; Holleran 1998; West 1999).  Early 
preservationists focused on saving examples of colonial architecture and aesthetics, 
which in practice meant great attention was paid to early houses.  But it was more than 
the buildings' antiquity that drew many preservationists to their cause.  James Lindgren 
related SPNEA founder William Appleton's affinity for historic houses to "the 
widespread belief that those early dwellings represented the unpretentious lives, rigorous 
thrift, and clear-headed resourcefulness of pioneers" (1995: 69).  To some, historic 
houses were beacons of a since-lost Golden Age, lights holding back the darkness of 
19th-century urbanism, immigration, and changing social standards.  To others, they 
offered a sense of permanence amid the rapidly shifting "changeful times" by "invoking 
an ersatz past to promise a real future" (Holleran 1998: 6, 7).  New England preservation, 
however, was more than simply a retreat by the wealthy to a fortress of history.  With the 
founding of SPNEA in 1910 came a more rigorous approach to architectural specimens 
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that demanded analysis and preservation.  It is this last term that is perhaps most 
crucial—preservation often entailed the refashioning of the past, the smoothing of rough 
edges, and the promotion of progressive values (Lindgren 1995: 5–6).  As an example of 
this practice, Lindgren offers the Paul Revere House in Boston's North End, which lost its 
third floor, and nearly its second, to zealous attempts to restore the home to what was 
believed to be its original state (1995: 3).  These efforts, fueled as they were by 
traditionalism, allowed individuals to "revise the image of the past, recodify earlier 
values, and invent a history to fit their present need" (Lindgren 1995: 7). 
 Because of preservationist's affinity for domestic spaces, New England is dotted 
with house museums that range in renown from the well-known Paul Revere house to 
much smaller, rural museums like the Marrett House in Standish, Maine.  The breadth of 
interpretations at these sites is equally diverse.  Many museums have focused on 
arranging the site as it would have appeared in a distinct period of the house's history.  A 
quick scan of Historic New England's properties reveals numerous examples of this 
approach, including the Sayward-Wheeler House in York Harbor, Maine (interpreted to 
the second half of the 18th century) and Roseland Cottage in Woodstock, Connecticut 
(interpreted to the 19th century).  Other sites, such as the Coffin House and the Spencer-
Pierce-Little Farm in Newbury, Massachusetts, arrange individual rooms according to 
different periods in the home's occupation, allowing the visitor to travel through time 
simply by moving through the house.  Still other houses, such as the Boardman House in 
Saugus, Massachusetts, and Arnold House in Lincoln, Rhode Island, are kept nearly 
empty of displayed objects, facilitating closer inspection of their architectural skeleton.  
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What the buildings listed above have in common is that they are the property of Historic 
New England, a well-respected heritage organization with deep roots and, in comparison 
with smaller, individually-run museums, deep pockets.   
 But what of these smaller local museums, a category that includes not only such 
sites as the Edward Devotion House in Brookline, Massachusetts, and the Boutwell 
House in Groton, Massachusetts, but also the Fairbanks House?  Most were established 
as museums to honor the history of a particular area or family.  Many employ only a 
handful of full-time staff, if any, and are run predominantly by a branch of a local 
historical society that relies on donations of time, money, and artifacts to operate its 
museum.  Their interpretive schemes are often geared towards a broader temporal 
representation rather than focusing on a particular period or periods of the house's 
history.  This comprehensive approach allows for greater flexibility when accepting and 
incorporating donated objects into the museum's collection (Levin 2007: 20–21).  Often a 
portion, if not a majority, of the displayed material culture originated in disparate 
locations and was not actually purchased, owned, used, or discarded by the house's 
original occupants.  The resulting assemblage tends to be a pastiche of antiques designed 
to transport the visitor into a generalized representation of "past-ness."  This is not to 
imply randomness on the part of the museum organizers; quite the contrary: the 
collections are often linked by neighborhood or familial connections, however distant.  
We can compare the small house museum's displayed artifacts to the Renaissance 
"cabinet of curiosity," which Julian Thomas reminds us is often disdained for being 
"haphazard or disorganized" when in fact it simply pre-dated later taxonomic or 
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typological ordering systems (2004: 22; see also Lucas 2010).  Rather, Thomas argues, 
cabinets of curiosity were based on Aristotelian systems in which grouped objects were 
associated via "sympathy, allegory, correspondence, and reflection rather than typology 
and tabulation" (2004: 22).  This web of temporal, material, and personal relations is 
crucial to the heritage agendas of local museums and one that directly informs visitors' 
experiences at the Fairbanks House. 
 
The Fairbanks House Museum 
The Fairbanks House as a Familial Mnemonic 
 The Fairbanks House was saved from an uncertain fate when it was purchased by 
the Codmans and turned over to the FFA in the early 20th century.  There was no 
doubting the house's architectural rarity as a surviving example of 17th-century timber-
frame construction.  This unique antiquity was what captured the attention of William 
Appleton when he appealed to Henry Fairbanks to facilitate further restoration.  The 
FFA's dedication to the house extended beyond an interest in aesthetics and architectural 
samples.  Since its founding, the FFA has cultivated a devotion to the Fairbanks family, 
its history, and its identity.  The house functions as a mnemonic, the visible marker of the 
Fairbanks legacy that references the family's past and provides a focal point for 
generations dispersed throughout the world. 
 The articles of the FFA's constitution, adopted on April 2, 1901, outlined the 
organization's family-oriented heritage goals.  The document's second article defined the 
FFA's object (Fairbanks Family in America 1903: 37): 
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The collection and preservation of all matters pertaining to the history of 
the Fairbanks Family in America.  The study of this material and the 
education of members in historical and antiquarian subjects relating to the 
family.  The collection of Books, Pamphlets, Manuscripts and Articles 
referring to its history.  The acquisition of the title and the preservation of 
the Homestead of Jonathan Fairbanks in the town of Dedham and the 
publication from time to time of such articles or papers as may be judged  
to be of interest or instruction to the members of the Family. 
At its inception, the FFA's primary directive was to investigate and preserve Fairbanks 
family history to educate Fairbanks descendants. The remaining articles of the 
constitution established membership guidelines ("all lineal descendants of Jonathan 
Fayerbanke of Dedham, Mass., together with wives and husbands of said descendants"; 
Fairbanks Family in America 1903: 37), a system of governance, rules for collecting 
dues, and an archive for literature and "other property" owned by the FFA.  Though they 
would later open their ancestral home to non-Fairbanks visitors, the FFA was founded 
explicitly as a family heritage organization. 
 The Fairbanks' commitment to their heritage has manifest at annual family 
reunions that have occurred since the early 20th century.  The first publication of the 
family newsletter in 1903 included a photograph of the "business meeting at the 2d Home 
Coming" that convened that year (implying that the first reunion occurred in the previous 
year; see Figure 8–2).  Local newspaper articles documented subsequent gatherings.  For 
example, in 1919, The Dedham Transcript reported that the family had held their 17th 
annual meeting, which featured the dedication of three new elm trees and a flag sewn 
with 261 stars, one for each Fairbanks who participated in World War I ("Fairbanks 
Family Reunion").  The annual pilgrimage was mentioned in a 1928 article published in 
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The Mentor, which commented that "every autumn the Fairbanks kindred come back [to 
the house] as to a shrine" ("The Oldest Frame Dwelling in the United States").  A 1944 
article observed that "not even a heat wave, food rationing, manpower shortages or 
wartime transportation foibles" could keep the family from convening for the 42nd time 
("Sturdiness of Fairbankses Shown by Family Reunion").  Lauding their "sturdiness," the 
article noted that the family celebrated with restraint rather than fanfare and overcame 
aforementioned complications by bringing their own food and traveling via public 
transportation. 
 The organization of the Fairbanks family reunions has evolved since 1902, and, 
over the years, the family has retained some traditions while also initiating new practices.  
The gatherings are typically a mix of celebration and business (the photograph from the 
1903 reunion shows that this practice has not changed).  They often include business 
meetings, house tours, historical lectures, art exhibits, and silent auctions.  Awards are 
given to the oldest and youngest participants (honoring elder branches and new growth 
on the family tree), and to those who traveled the farthest to attend (honoring dedication 
measured in distance).  It has also been a long-standing tradition that at least a portion of 
the family dresses up in 17th-century attire (Figure 8–3).  During the 1910s, costumes 
amounted to the stereotypical New England Puritan outfit, while more recently, some of 
the attire demonstrates a close attention to historical detail and accuracy.  This playful 
custom provides a way for participants to reference their ancestors, literally donning their 
garb and walking in their footsteps.  Costuming also allows attendees to emphasize the 
period of Fairbanks history that is most important to them: its American origins.  It is   
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telling that participants rarely dress in faux-18th- or 19th-century garb.  In writing about 
small-town historical pageantry in the early 20th century, David Glassberg wrote that the 
practice "appealed to an ethnically diverse, geographically mobile local population on the 
basis of historical themes encompassing the town's past, present, and future" (1990: 282).  
We might make the same argument about the contemporary practice of pageantry at the 
Fairbanks family reunions.  For family members who come together once per year, 
costuming provides a means of referencing their ancestral origins, while also reifying an 
annual tradition begun in the early 20th century, one that would hopefully continue for 
years into the future. 
 Most reunion attendees do not wear historical costumes, but in recent years, all 
family members wore name tags that identified via colored stickers the “founding” family 
member (i.e., Jonathan, Grace, and their children) from whom they were descended using 
colored stickers.  Guests and others not related to the family received name tags without 
stickers.  This practice provides common ground to attendees with similar backgrounds 
 
Figure 8–3: Costumed 
attendees at a 1910s 
Fairbanks family reunion 
(Photo courtesy of the 
Fairbanks Family in 
America). 
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within the broader family lineage and also makes a clear visual distinction between those 
within the family and those outside of it.  The reunion and its distinctive identification 
system serve as ritual processes that delineate group participation, uniting the 
descendants as a discrete constituency by rehearsing their 17th
The Fairbanks House's Distributed Identity 
-century roots via 
contemporary practice.  The use of historical costuming and taxonomic name tags 
"underscores the social, physical, and temporal specificity of identity" through 
performance—within the reunion setting, family members visibly embody their heritage 
(White and Beaudry 2009: 213). 
 The Fairbanks House plays an important role in the construction of heritage and 
identity for Fairbanks descendants, but its identity extends beyond the property.  We can 
think of the Fairbanks House in much the same way that anthropologist Marilyn Strathern 
considers people as consisting of relations (1988; see also Gell 1998; Gosden 2004).  
According to Strathern, people are created by their social encounters and are defined by a 
network of social and material interactions.  Thus, a person's self is not confined to their 
body; it is distributed across their network of relations.  If we apply this ontology to the 
Fairbanks House, its identity becomes similarly stretched across a framework of relations 
spanning hundreds of years and thousands of miles. 
 The distribution of the Fairbanks House began, generally, with its creation in the 
early 17th century.  Since then, it has been shared with innumerable residents and 
visitors.  One of the earliest interactions to expand the house's identity beyond its place in 
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Dedham was initiated by Adeline D. T. Whitney, author of the 1863 novel Faith 
Gartney's Girlhood.  According to Mrs. George Young's oral testimony, Whitney toured 
the Fairbanks House while in Dedham visiting a friend and "was so charmed with it" that 
she decided to set the aforementioned novel in the home (renamed "Cross Corners" in the 
novel; "The Story of My Great Aunts" 1977: 2).  As a result, readers of Faith Gartney's 
Girlhood, which was set in the fictional New England town of Mishaumok, were 
unknowingly transported to an ancient house in Dedham. 
 A similar journey was taken in 1919, when the house became the set for Anne of 
Green Gables, a silent film starring young American starlet Mary Miles Minter.  As 
production began, the house was spirited away from Dedham to rural Prince Edward 
Island, the home of Marilla and Matthew Cuthbert and the ever-exuberant Anne.  Once 
the film reached theaters, thousands of moviegoers found in the Fairbanks House a 
physical manifestation of Green Gables, the home that previously existed only in their 
minds.  Irish-American director William Desmond Taylor's decision to shoot the movie, 
based on a story about a Canadian family written by a Canadian author, in a symbol of 
colonial America is indicative of the sentimentalism that reached many corners of 
Hollywood during the 1910s and 1920s.  This attitude was documented by archaeologist 
Christina Hodge in her study of the Elihu Akin House (c.1762) in Dartmouth, 
Massachusetts, which served as the set for the 1922 silent movie Down to the Sea in 
Ships (2011).  According to Hodge, the Akin House was chosen because it was perceived 
to be "of the past"; its visible historicity echoed the film's nostalgia for "normative ideals 
of childhood and the rural" (2011: 124).  In Hodge's assessment, nostalgia is defined as 
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"an emotional engagement in a present-past and longing for a future defined through the 
past" (2011: 120).  Nostalgia distorts time because it involves "a kind of prospective 
memory uniting visions of the future based on present perceptions of past conditions" 
(Hodge 2011: 120).  Like the Akin House, the Fairbanks House's age is evident in its 
form and like Down to the Sea in Ships, Anne of Green Gables served the goals of a 
movie company aiming to capitalize on the nation's nostalgia for idealized, simpler times.  
The film warped the Fairbanks House's spatio-temporal position and distributed this 
reworked identity to movie-goers throughout the country. 
 Individuals residing within and outside of Dedham were exposed to the 
distributed nature of the Fairbanks House's identity through means other than novels and 
film.  The numerous newspaper and journal articles published in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries allowed readers to learn about the house, filtered through layers of 
nostalgic prospective memory.  What they read was the result of  the dedicated memory 
work undertaken by Prudence, Sally, Nancy, and Rebecca Fairbanks, and the authors of 
the texts, who collectively cultivated the sense of nostalgia evoked by the site.  The 
articles enabled a larger audience to engage with the Fairbanks House, in one form or 
another.  The house once again traveled through space and time when the decision was 
made in 1982 to construct a replica of the original Fairbanks House timber frame on the 
Boston Common as part of the Museum of Fine Arts' "New England Begins" exhibition 
(Museum of Fine Arts 1982).  Visitors were able to view the construction process and 
later walk through the building’s skeleton to marvel at the craftsmanship.  Upon 
completion, costumed interpreters from the nearby Plimoth Plantation living history 
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museum celebrated the project with a "seventeenth-century festival meal" (Museum of 
Fine Arts 1982: 4).  This event provided a recreation of past practices, offering a 
narrative of unfamiliar construction (timber framing) with a familiar result (a house).  
Much like the traditions at the Fairbanks family reunion, costuming was used to amplify 
the historicity of the reenactment, which culminated in a large meal, a potent symbol of 
family and community.  This extension of the Fairbanks House only endured for the 
length of the exhibition (approximately four months), but it signaled yet another 
aberration in the spatio-temporal biography of the storied homestead, one that broadened 
its reach beyond its Dedham roots. 
The Fairbanks House Museum's Internal Structure and Organization 
 Because the Fairbanks House is such an important monument to the descendant 
Fairbanks community, and because the building's identity has been distributed broadly 
through processes of memory work for more than 100 years, many visitors arrive at the 
Fairbanks House museum with a preconceived impression of the place.  Some are 
members of the extended family interested in engaging with the homestead.  Others are 
Dedham residents who were familiar with the home from school lessons or from 
bypassing it on a daily commute, but had never taken a formal tour (the complete visitor 
profile will be discussed below).  What do these visitors encounter upon their arrival to 
the museum? 
 Today, the Fairbanks House sits on less than an acre of its original twelve acre 
plot.  It is surrounded on two sides by busy streets, mid-20th-century suburban homes, 
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and a playground.  Even on the property itself, the ancient house looks up at the 
bungalow built near its southwestern corner.  Within the house's remarkably well-
preserved frame rests a wealth of objects collected in the years since the site made the 
transition from home to museum.  The assemblage spans the 17th century to the early 
20th century and includes typical household accoutrements, Civil War relics, paintings 
and photographs of assorted relatives (some near and dear, some unidentified), and 
various ephemera such as farm award ribbons, jewelry, and a scrap of an 1856 wedding 
dress that was once worn by a distant relation (Figure 8–4).  Spinning wheels, that 
ubiquitous Colonial Revival symbol of domesticity, can be found in three of the eight 
rooms visited on the house tour (for more on spinning wheels, see Monkhouse 1982).  
Two of the home's original leaded glass windows now hang on the wall of the parlor 
(transformed from architecture to art) and samplers, clothing, and ceramics ornament 
nearly every room, some attributed to various members of the extended Fairbanks family 
and others bearing the surnames Dunn, Gilbert, Gilmore, Gulliver, and many more 
(Figure 8–5).  It might take a while to trace the tendrils of the family tree from the 
artifacts' owners back to the house's original residents, but it can usually be done.  The 
museum memorializes the whole tree, rooted as it is in the home of America's first 
members of the Fairbanks family, all the while giving deference to Jonathan and Grace as 
noble forebears. 
 The organization of the museum's displays and presentation of its history has been 
influenced to a certain extent by this broadly-based approach.  Some of the objects are   
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Figure 8–4: Photographs of various spaces in the Fairbanks House museum (from 
top left): display case with jewelry, clothing accessories, and ephemera; fireplace 
in eastern addition, with armament owned by Lieut. Ammi Palmer Fairbanks (a 
descendant of Jonathan Fairbanks' brother, Jonas), a bed warmer, antique clock, 
and other relics; exposed hole in the wall of the eastern addition showing wooden 
lathing; spinning wheel in the rear lean-to (Photos by author). 
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accompanied by identifying cards or labels, most written in different hands or printed in 
outdated fonts, artifacts in and of themselves.  Still more of the collection is unlabeled, 
requiring either the docent or the visitor's imagination to fix them with a provenience.  
Descendants of the Fairbanks family donated the vast majority of the artifacts, but only 
some of the objects (an estimated one-third) were purchased, used, displayed, or 
discarded by the house's historical occupants.  The museum curators generally placed 
objects in the rooms in which they would have been used (i.e., cooking implements in the 
 
Figure 8–5: Photograph of the Fairbanks House museum parlor, featuring 
portraits of Nancy Fairbanks (sister of the house's final owner, Rebecca 
Fairbanks) and James Tripp, a display case with various donated ceramic vessels, 
and two of the house's 17th-century leaded windows (Photo by author). 
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kitchen, bedding and clothing in a bedroom), but the decision was made "not to attempt 
to restore the house to its appearance at any one period of time" (Hunter n.d.).  Former 
curator Jan Eakins described the house as "not frozen in time. . . the house has the flavor 
of a dwelling lived in until 1904, and isn't arranged with period rooms.  It's fun; it's 
dynamic; and you learn a lot from the house just by seeing it" (Hill 2006).  The goal then 
was to establish a sense of place that is not tied to a chronological narrative.  As a result, 
each room, while representative of a general use pattern, bears little temporal regularity. 
 Visitors to the house are taken on a guided tour by a docent (after placing 
protective paper booties over their shoes, emphasizing the fragility and sacredness of the 
space).  The tour moves from room to room while the docent shares pertinent information 
about each space's function through time, often opting to pause and focus on particular 
artifacts.  Although each tour experience is different depending on the docent (and the 
visitor's preconceptions), most generally begin in the parlor.  Once there, docents use a 
modular wooden model to illustrate the house's history of architectural modification 
(Service 2009).  After the parlor, most tours move through the rooms of the house's 17th-
century core (including the hall and hall and parlor chambers; the attic is discussed, but 
usually not shown).  These spaces give the docents the opportunity to describe the 
construction of the house, objects included in Jonathan's probate inventory, daily life for 
a colonial household, and the various domestic industries the family engaged in to 
supplement their agricultural labor.  As the tours move into the western and eastern 
additions, guides can relate stories about famous Fairbanks family members, information 
about later Fairbanks households, and more general information about architectural 
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practices, folk superstitions, traditions of adornment and fashion, and means of 
entertaining and socializing.  Though the architectural history affords the tour path a 
degree of chronology, the material culture in each room spans hundreds of years and in 
each space, docents are encouraged to use objects to illustrate anecdotes and information 
from throughout the house's history (Service 2009).  At their conclusion, tours return to 
the parlor, allowing docents to comment on archaeological finds displayed in the room 
and giving visitors the opportunity to purchase Fairbanks memorabilia from the gift shop, 
which occupies the parlor's southeast corner. 
 The Fairbanks House museum experience consists of a complex engagement with 
historical material culture (the displayed artifacts) within historical material culture (the 
house and its multiple phases of construction).  This material mixture can be dizzying, 
especially when a visitor is confronted with the various stages of architectural additions 
that keep the objects from spilling out onto the lawn.  Olivier identified this phenomenon 
in the presence of grave goods in the Hochdorf Iron Age mortuary barrow (1999).  When 
discussing the multi-temporal nature of funerary assemblage as a whole, he argued that, 
“the role assigned to the objects changes from the time when they were possessed or 
used, to the moment during which they are consigned to the grave” (1999: 127).  Much 
like the artifacts placed in the Fairbanks House, the Hochdorf assemblage shifts both time 
and meaning, forging new mnemonic connections by virtue of its physical location.  
Archaeology at the Fairbanks property has also contributed to this warping of time.  As 
artifacts are discovered, processed, and put on display, they force the viewers’ temporal 
meters to oscillate between the present and the past.  What was originally trash becomes 
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clean, what was broken is repaired, and what were unrelated objects are grouped together 
and positioned within the house, adding to the museum’s temporal complexity.   
 As an assemblage, the Fairbanks House museum's collection in some ways 
resembles Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) exhibitions in 19th-century 
Rhode Island (Emlen 2004) or historic homes interpreted by the National Trust of 
Australia in the 1970s (Gregory and Witcomb 2007).  The former featured artifacts 
collected and inherited by the DAR and displayed as "the curiosities of a bygone past—
both as proof of how far the nation had come and as sanctified relics of the forebears who 
had sacrificed so much for its progress" (Emlen 2004: 172).  Descriptions of the objects 
published in the 1875 volume A Catalogue of the Relics reveal elements of nativism, 
familial veneration, and celebration of the objects' relational biographies rather than their 
intrinsic value. 
 While no pictures of the DAR exhibitions exist, meaning that we cannot be sure 
of their organization within the display space, many of the historic houses preserved by 
the National Trust of Australia still feature their original interpretive arrangements.  
These spaces, which were "furnished to denote the lives of past inhabitants," present what 
heritage scholars Kate Gregory and Andrea Witcomb refer to as "still lives" (2007: 266).  
They argue that the museums' arrangements reflect the romantic visions of the women 
who furnished them in the 1970s, rather than presenting an accurate portrait of the past.  
Gregory and Witcomb (2007: 268) write that 
the aim was to enter the house and step into another realm which unfolded 
like a story book beginning with 'Once upon a time.'  The visitor moves 
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past the entrance hall and proceeds to marvel at the lovingly kept objects, 
the strange contraption in the kitchen, the gleaming silver, the perfect 
arrangements and the permanently set dining table.  But frustratingly, we 
are kept at bay; prevented from fully inhabiting the rooms . . . red rope 
barricades at the entrance of each room keep us in a state of longing and 
curiosity.  Our imagination is pricked, but not fully permitted to wander . . 
..  The red rope barricade transforms the fiction of a living house into a 
static picture. 
At a heritage site designed as a representation of past lives, Gregory and Witcomb point 
to the issue of absence—the "life" has been sucked out of the space, challenging visitors' 
attempts to engage with history. 
 While the Hochdorf burial, DAR exhibition, and Australian historic homes share 
characteristics with the Fairbanks House museum, differences also exist.  The museum, 
like the Hochdorf burial, features a collection of objects whose biographies overlap, 
accumulating in a temporal mass that covers hundreds of years of history (Figure 8–6).  
Most of the collection, like that of the DAR exhibition, was inherited or donated and is 
prized for its associative qualities over its intrinsic value.  The objects are organized in a 
similar manner to that of the Australian historic homes in that they are arranged to 
enhance the space's "lived-in" feel.  Where the Fairbanks House museum differs from the 
previous examples is that it offers visitors the chance to move through rooms and explore 
material culture up close while listening to stories from the family narrative.  It is a multi-
sensory, multi-temporal experience.  Traveling through these spaces enables the patron to 
jump through time, but to which time?  All of them?  None of them? 
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Considering Walter Benjamin 
 It is not hard to imagine Walter Benjamin posing similar questions about time 
travel as he meandered beneath the iron and glass ceilings of Paris' decaying Arcades.  
There, in the musty corners of gloomy antique shops, he drew inspiration from the 
collections of mundane knick-knacks and forgotten curios, objects similar to those that 
crowd the walls of the Fairbanks House.  It has been 86 years since Benjamin began 
penning his Arcades Project and 14 years since the text was translated into English.  The 
work has been a gateway into his larger corpus for many humanities scholars, myself 
included, and discussions relating his writing to archaeological study have been thought-
provoking (e.g., Olivier 2004, 2011; Dawdy 2010).  For example, Olivier found great 
utility in Benjamin's non-linear understanding of time, arguing that material culture exists 
in various stages of growth, movement, and aging (2004: 208).  Thus, according to 
Olivier, objects and assemblages are, at any given moment, multi-temporal because they 
reference various time periods simultaneously.  Dawdy has explored Benjamin's writings 
on ruination and decay and applied them to her investigation of sites of modern disaster 
and decline (2010).   
 Comparisons between archaeological material and the Arcades Project are 
certainly appropriate—the pages and pages of reflections, quotations, and expositions that 
make up Benjamin's text are themselves something of an archaeological site.  Its verbiage 
is sprawling, yet the tome reveals Benjamin to be fundamentally concerned with time and 
chronology.  More specifically, he focused on overcoming linear chronologies that 
emphasized the progress of an oppressive force over the "abortive, retrograde, and 
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obsolescent" moments that alternative histories celebrated (Benjamin 1999 [1927]: 459 
[N1a, 3]).  The path to avoiding these sorts of clean grand narratives is to separate out the 
smaller, messier moments and embrace the resulting interruptions, repetitions, and 
disturbances in the sea of historical time. 
 Here a connection can be made between the minute moments and the 
microhistorical approaches taken by a variety of historians and archaeologists (see further 
Brooks et al. 2008).  Dale Tomich describes the subject of microhistory as "the singular, 
the peculiar, the out of series, the anomalous," emphasizing the contextual-interpretive 
nature of studying the single event against the supposedly regular background chronology 
(2008: 226).  While some microhistorians analyze the micro-scale as a means of tacking 
back to the macro-scale, Benjamin's approach is more radical.  Rather than isolating a 
single element, Benjamin would have us wade into a pool of disparate, everyday 
historical moments, from which an image of history would emerge.  Benjamin links his 
methods with those of the Surrealists, arguing that we should "carry over the principle of 
montage into history" (Benjamin 1999 [1927]: 461 [N2, 6]).  Much like an assemblage of 
found objects, a collection of cast-aside historical moments can, according to Benjamin, 
lead to the crystallization of the past.  The random things, discarded bits and bobs with 
little relation to one another beyond their lack of place within the functional world, tell a 
very different story than the parade of active material things that dominate progressive 
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histories.  In their individual rejection, they speak of the breakdown of chronology, and, 
in their collectivity, they begin to present another side of the story.1
 A final metaphor helps to underscore Benjamin's perspective: a mosaic.  Tiny 
fragments combined to make an image.  The importance and power of the mosaic, argues 
Benjamin, lie not in the larger picture, but in the beautiful pieces that form it.  Benjamin's 
use of the mosaic as a metaphor illustrates his belief that, as David Ferris writes, "the 
value of individual thoughts is derived from how strongly individual they are, from how 
indirectly they relate to the underlying idea" (2004: 6).  A great distance between the 
single thought and the underlying idea, or the fragment and the whole, also implies a 
great distance between each individual thought.  In theory, this results in a jarring 
experience for anyone expecting an alternative temporality to read like a narrative.  In 
practice, as anyone who has tried to penetrate the Arcades Project can attest, this means 
that the reader is interrupted and forced to stop and contemplate each passage and its 
relationship to the underlying idea.  Thus, the montage approach serves to collect the 
everyday fragments of progressive chronologies, arranging them in a way that at once 
highlights their position outside of traditional narratives, forces the observer to 
contemplate them individually, and allows for novel images of a larger idea to emerge. 
 
                                                 
1 It is important to note that the Arcades Project was Benjamin's treatise against the "traditional 
historiography" of his era, whom he accused of establishing a dichotomy of progress and decline 
that overlooked the everyday events that comprised the bulk of history (Benjamin 1999 [1927]: 
460 [N2, 5]).  Since the publication of Benjamin's text, the practice of historical study has grown 
to the point at which very little is rejected or overlooked in the pursuit of the past.  While the 
target of Benjamin's rhetoric may not exist as fully today as it once did, Benjamin's approach to 
the minute, everyday aspects of the past dovetails with my archaeological focus on the everyday 
lives of the Fairbanks House residents. 
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 So how does this emergence actually occur and what does it look like?  Benjamin 
argues that from the archive of moments come "dialectical images," but these images are 
rather difficult to qualify (Benjamin 1999 [1927]: 462 [N2a, 3]).  Pensky and others have 
noted that Benjamin himself rarely offered an intelligible definition of what dialectical 
images are, or even if their existence is possible (2004: 177–179).  One of Benjamin's 
clearest reflections on dialectical images reads as follows (1999 [1927]: 475 [N10a, 3]). 
To thinking belongs the movement as well as the arrest of thoughts.  
Where thinking comes to a standstill in a constellation saturated with 
tensions—there the dialectical image appears.  It is the caesura in the 
movement of thought.  Its position is naturally not an arbitrary one.  It is to 
be found, in a word, where the tension between dialectical opposites is  
greatest.   
In the context of historic house museums, Gregory and Witcomb have interpreted the 
tensions that Benjamin describes as perceived differences between past and present 
material culture (2007: 264).  When faced with historical objects that contrast with their 
own material world, the visitors' "sense of shock or surprise" causes new impressions of 
the past to emerge (Gregory and Witcomb 2007: 264).  The affective relationship 
between past and present is certainly a crucial element of historic house museums 
(although tension and surprise are two among a wide range of responses to historical 
material culture, as Gregory and Witcomb point out [2007: 264]), but this is not the only 
association that elicits a reaction.  I believe that Benjamin's concepts of the mosaic and 
interruption point to differences between objects within an assemblage (which may or 
may not span broad temporal gaps), rather than between objects from different 
assemblages.  A collection of disparate, mundane objects invites the viewer to pause on 
an individual artifact to forge associations between it and its surroundings (an event often 
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aided by docent commentary, in the case of the Fairbanks House museum experience) 
and from these moments of contemplation emerge images of past lives.  I argue that this 
interpretation is supported by visitor responses to the "reservoir of raw material" they 
encountered upon visiting the Fairbanks House (Pensky 2004: 180). 
A Brief Aside Concerning Semiotics 
 Before I discuss the results of the 2012 Fairbanks House museum visitor survey, I 
want first to briefly review a second inspiration for this discussion: Peircian semiotics.  
American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce famously introduced a triadic conception 
of social relations as existing among the sign, the object, and the interpretant (Buchler 
1940: 98–119).  These elements were, for Peirce, interdependent and connected to other 
signs in a seemingly endless network.  While Peirce developed a complex framework of 
ten sign types based on three primary sign relations (signs in relation to signs, signs in 
relation to objects, and signs in relation to interpretants), it is primarily the second sign 
relation that has been given attention by archaeologists (e.g., Bauer 2002; Preucel 2006; 
Knappett and Malafouris 2008; Crossland 2009, 2010; Knappett 2012).  Within the sign–
object relation, Peirce saw three elements: icons, indexes, and symbols.  Each element is 
a conceptual step away from an object in terms of abstraction.  According to Peirce, an 
icon is "a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes merely by virtue of the 
characteristics of its own, and which it possesses, just the same, whether any such Object 
actually exists or not" (Buchler 1940: 102, my emphasis; Preucel [2006: 56] gives the 
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example of a diagram or painting).2
 Peircian semiotics provide a useful model for considering the construction of 
heritage at historic houses.  Recently, Hodge has used Peirce's work to demonstrate the 
fluidity of historicity and the politics of nostalgia at the Elihu Akin House in Dartmouth, 
Massachusetts (2011).  Inspired by this application of Peirce's model, and those of other 
archaeologists mentioned above, I would like to return to Peirce's definition of an icon.  
Icons are mimetic objects that stand for other objects by virtue of resemblance.  I 
emphasized Peirce's qualifying phrase "whether any such Object actually exists or not" 
because of its relevance to the Fairbanks House museum experience.  In a space filled 
with antiques and heirlooms collected and donated from disparate times and locations, 
visitors are invited to build an image of the occupied home.  The museum's collection is 
essentially an assemblage of icons; though the objects share some of the associative 
qualities of a symbol (e.g., distant connections to extended family members), they are 
displayed in the house because they resemble the objects the Fairbanks families used, or 
might have used.  They stand as proxies for the imagined objects used in the imagined 
  An index is "a sign which refers to the Object that it 
denotes by virtue of being really affected by that object" (Buchler 1940: 102; Preucel 
[2006: 56] offers the useful example of a weathervane as an index indicating wind 
direction).  A symbol is "a sign which refers to the Object that it denotes by virtue of a 
law, usually an association of general ideas" (Buchler 1940: 102; Preucel [2006: 56] 
gives the example of flag that is invested with value by its associative qualities). 
                                                 
2 For an alternative take on similar ideas, see Baudrillard (1994) for a discussion of hyperreality, 
or "the generation by models of a real without origin or reality" (1994: 1). 
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daily lives of the house's occupants.  The icons are afforded authenticity by their position 
within the context of the house and among artifacts with clear Fairbanks family 
connections, and as such, they offer a smooth transition to imagined objects.  Iconic 
material culture is crucial to the Fairbanks House museum experience because it presents 
a more complete, easily digestible portrait of the past.   
 
The Fairbanks House Visitor Survey 
 During the Fairbanks House's 2012 open season, which ran from May through 
October, adult visitors (age 18+) were asked if they would be willing to respond to a brief 
written survey upon completion of their tour (Appendix 6).  The survey's approach was 
two-fold: first, to collect demographic data so the FFA could better define their visitor 
base and second, to evaluate the tour experience.  More specifically, this second goal was 
aimed not only at identifying what patrons liked and disliked about their tours, but also 
how they reacted to the material culture contained within the house.  The survey 
contained 10 questions (three requiring written responses, seven that featured a range of 
answers that could be circled) and a space for additional comments.  Responses were 
anonymous.  Visitors were not required to complete all of the questions and were 
informed that they could stop the survey at any time.  Surveys were completed by 226 of 
the 864 adult visitors (26.16%) who toured the house during the 2012 season (Meaghan 
Siekmann, pers. comm., January 31, 2013).3
                                                 
3 These figures are conservative.  The total of 864 adult visitors is calculated according to the 
FFA's definition of adult tickets, which are sold to individuals aged 13 and over.  Only those 18 
and older were eligible to complete the survey, so the 864 figure includes an uncertain number of 
  Those who completed the questionnaire 
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were offered contact information of the study's principal investigators (myself and 
Christina Luke, Senior Lecturer in Archaeology at Boston University) and encouraged to 
approach us if they were interested in speaking further about their museum experience 
(we did not receive any such inquiries).  Boston University's Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) approved the survey procedures prior to their implementation. 
 The first portion of the survey was written in an attempt to learn more about the 
Fairbanks House museum's visitor population.  Such data are useful, and indeed integral, 
to organizations such as the FFA because, as Donnelly asserts, "house museums must 
reflect in their interpretations not only knowledge of historical facts, but also knowledge 
of their audiences—who visits, what they expect, why they come, how they learn, what 
they think about their experience, and who doesn't come and why" (2002: 9).  The first 
survey question asked patrons to provide their home city and state (and country, if not 
from the United States).  Eleven guests (4.87%) were from countries outside of the 
United States including Canada (3), England (3), Australia (1), France (1), Kyrgyzstan 
(1), New Zealand (1), and Scotland (1); the remaining 215 visitors (95.13%) were U.S. 
residents (Figure 8–7).  Of those 215 U.S. residents, more than 50 percent lived in 59 
different Massachusetts towns (Figure 8–8).  The remaining Americans hailed from 29 
other states (Table 8–1).  Not surprisingly, Dedham was the most well-represented 
Massachusetts locale (21 of 119, or 17.65%).  The survey's second question asked 
visitors to select their age from a choice of six ranges (see Appendix 6).  The number of   
                                                                                                                                                 
patrons between the ages of 13 and 17.  Thus the proportion of responses from eligible visitors is 
likely closer to 30%. 
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Visitor Country of Origin 
United 
States 
n=226 
215 
11 
Visitor State of Origin (U.S.) 
MA 
CA 
NY 
VA 
OH 
Other 
n=215 
119 
14 
9 
8 
6 
59 
Figure 8–8: Chart depicting museum visitors' home states. Data from 2012 
Fairbanks House Museum Visitor Survey (Figure by author). 
Figure 8–7: Chart depicting museum visitors' countries of origin. Data from 
2012 Fairbanks House Museum Visitor Survey (Figure by author). 
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age responses is higher than the survey total because some guests circled more than one 
age range; in the interest of including all available data, these responses were 
incorporated into the total.  Roughly three-quarters of the visitor population was above 
the age of 46 (split fairly evenly between the ranges of 46–55, 56–65, and 66+; Figure 8–
9).  Only 13 of the 233 age responses came from individuals 18 to 25 years old.  A total 
of 238 responses was provided when patrons were asked to provide their gender (as with 
the age query, some chose to circle more than one response); these results showed that 
60.92% of the respondents were female and 39.08% were male (Figure 8–10). 
 The fourth question in the demographic section of the survey asked visitors if they 
were Fairbanks descendants.  The FFA is deeply invested in their constituent community, 
 
 
STATES NUMBER OF VISITORS 
California 14 
New York 9 
Virginia 8 
Ohio 6 
Maryland; New Hampshire 5 
Maine; Minnesota; Vermont 4 
Illinois; North Carolina; Pennsylvania; Rhode Island; 
Washington 
3 
Arkansas; Arizona; Colorado; Connecticut; Florida; 
Georgia; Idaho 
2 
Indiana; Kansas; Michigan; New Jersey; New Mexico; 
Oregon; Texas; West Virginia 
1 
  
Table 8–1: List of museum visitors' home states (non-Massachusetts residents). 
Data from 2012 Fairbanks House Museum Visitor Survey (Figure by author). 
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Visitor Age Ranges 
18-25 
26-35 
36-45 
46-55 
56-65 
66+ 
n=233 
1
58 
65 49 
23 
25 
Visitor Gender 
Female 
Male 
n=238 
145 
93 
Figure 8–9: Chart depicting museum visitors' ages. Data from 2012 Fairbanks 
House Museum Visitor Survey (Figure by author). 
Figure 8–10: Chart depicting museum visitors' genders. Data from 2012 Fairbanks 
House Museum Visitor Survey (Figure by author). 
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so we were interested to see what percentage of visitors toured the home as a means of 
learning about their ancestral heritage.  Respondents were given a choice of "Yes," "No," 
or "Not sure."  Of the 221 responses to this question, 48 (21.72%) said they were 
Fairbanks descendants, 172 (77.83%) said they were not, and 1 (0.45%) was unsure 
(Figure 8–11).  Among out-of-state patrons, the proportion who were Fairbanks 
descendants rose to 35.51%.  In hopes of garnering useful information for the FFA's 
marketing plan, visitors were asked to explain how they had learned about the Fairbanks 
House museum.  The survey provided a number of choices and a space to write a 
response if the visitors' answer was not included in the response bank (see Appendix 6).  
Nearly 100 patrons (43.95%) heard about the Fairbanks House from family or friends, 35 
Figure 8–11: Chart depicting proportion of museum visitors who reported being 
Fairbanks family descendants. Data from 2012 Fairbanks House Museum Visitor 
Survey (Figure by author). 
Fairbanks Descendants among the  
Visitor Population 
Yes 
No 
Not sure 
n=221 
172 
1 
48 
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(15.70%) discovered the house on the internet, and 33 (14.80%) saw the site while 
driving by and decided to visit (Figure 8–12).  A small number of guests reported that 
they had learned about the museum from a guide book (4 or 1.79%), newspaper article  (4 
or 1.79%), or newsletter (2 or 0.90%); no visitors responded that they had come to the 
site after reading about it on Facebook.  Of the remaining 50 guests (22.42%) who 
selected "Other," 11 reported that they knew of the house because they grew up or lived 
in Dedham, while the rest provided a variety of responses including library displays or 
presentations, college courses or other academic background, and genealogical 
connections. 
 Data collected from the first five survey questions allows us to construct a picture 
of the Fairbanks House museum visitor population.  The vast majority of patrons were 
U.S. citizens, although the house did garner a degree of international interest.  While 
many visitors came from Massachusetts (55.35%) or the rest of New England (8.37%), 
the home attracted guests from throughout the United States.  Most visitors were above 
the age of 46 (73.81%), a slight majority were above 56 years old (52.78%), and females 
outnumbered males three-to-two (60.92% versus 39.08%).  Although less than one-
quarter of respondents were Fairbanks descendants, nearly four-fifths of patrons who 
were related to the family traveled from outside of Massachusetts to the visit the house.  
These figures demonstrate that even though Fairbanks descendants do not comprise a 
majority of the visitor population, the house is a significant draw for members of the   
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 descendant community.  Finally, most guests heard about the museum through word-of-
mouth, community networks, or the internet. 
 The second portion of the survey, consisting of questions six through ten, was 
designed to determine how visitors reacted to the Fairbanks House museum's interpretive 
scheme, internal organization, and overall experience (see Appendix 6).  The first of 
these questions asked patrons write about what was unique about their experience at the 
house in comparison to their visits to other museums and historical sites.  Because this 
query asked for a written reply, the 213 responses provided a wide range of information, 
but the data can be divided generally into 10 categories, listed in order of frequency 
(Figure 8–13): 
 
Figure 8–12: Chart depicting how museum visitors learned about the Fairbanks 
house museum. Data from 2012 Fairbanks House Museum Visitor Survey (Figure 
by author). 
Fairbanks House Publicity 
Website/search engine 
Family or friend 
Newspaper story 
Newsletter 
Guide book 
Drive-by 
Other 
n=223 
98 
35 
33 
50 
4 
2 
4 
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• Preservation/Age: the preservation, age, and condition of the house 
• Tour Experience: the quality, intimacy, and/or informativeness of the tour 
• Material Culture: the quality, age, and/or arrangement of objects in the house 
• Family Connection: relationship of visitor to Fairbanks family 
• Architecture: construction/phasing of house's architecture 
• History (unspecified): general comments about experiencing the past 
• General Enthusiasm: unstipulated positive remarks (e.g., "Everything!") 
• Family Narrative: the lives and genealogy of the house's occupants 
• Sensory Experience: the phenomenological elements of the tour 
• Local Connection: relationship of visitor to neighborhood, town, and/or state 
More than one-quarter of visitors found the house's physical condition to be the most 
unique aspect of their experience, a figure that is perhaps not surprising given that no 
truly comparative example exists.  Slightly more than 16 percent wrote that their tour 
experience made the Fairbanks House stand apart from other institutions, while 14.55 
percent mentioned specific objects or groups of objects, or the arrangement of material 
culture as the museums' most distinct quality.  Roughly 10 percent of visitors valued the 
fact that the home afforded a connection to their ancestors and another 10 percent were 
most fascinated by the building's architectural details.  Thirty respondents wrote general 
comments about engaging with history or simply having a pleasant visit (roughly seven 
percent per category).  The final 9.39 percent reported that the most unique part about the 
Fairbanks House tour experience was its description of the Fairbanks family narrative,   
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the tour's sensory qualities (e.g., the ability to walk through rooms, scrutinize objects), or 
its connection to the local community. 
 The next two survey questions focused on visitors' impressions of the Fairbanks 
House museum's material culture.  Question seven posed the following query: "To what 
extent do you think the inside of the Fairbanks House looks like it did from 1641–1900 
(in terms of interior design, arrangement of objects, etc.)?"  This response was reported 
on a scale from one to ten, with one representing "looks completely different" and ten 
representing " looks exactly the same."  The average answer among 226 responses was 8, 
Figure 8–13: Chart depicting museum visitors' assessments of the Fairbanks 
House museum's unique qualities. Data from 2012 Fairbanks House Museum 
Visitor Survey (Figure by author). 
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indicating that most visitors believed that the house looked very similar to the way it did 
when it was occupied by Fairbanks households (Figure 8–14). The survey's eighth 
question asked "how many of the objects in the museum do you think were owned, used, 
and/or displayed by people who lived in the Fairbanks House?"  Visitors were asked to 
choose from a range of responses, including "None," "A few," "About half," "Most," and 
"All."  More than 40 percent of respondents felt that most of the objects were owned, 
used, and/or displayed by people who lived in the house, while another 30 percent felt 
that either about half or all of the objects were associated with the house's occupants 
(Figure 8–15).  Less than one-third of the museum's visitors selected the "A few" option 
and no one chose "None." 
 It is also interesting to note the written responses visitors provided when asked to 
identify their favorite part(s) of their tour.  It was thought that if certain commonalities 
could be identified, the FFA Board of Directors might use these trends to guide future 
developments in the tour program.  Although guests reported a wide variety of favorite 
parts of the museum experience, we can filter their responses into the same 10 general 
categories used above, with the addition of an eleventh category ("Specific Room(s)"—a 
single room or group of rooms chosen as the most interesting aspect of the museum 
experience) (Figure 8–16).  If we remove the 62 responses included in the General 
Enthusiasm category, as well as the two categories into which no answers fell (Family 
Connection and Local Connection), the remaining seven categories were represented in 
varying proportions by 150 answers (Figure 8–17).  From this subdivision, we see that 72 
percent of the visitor population felt that specific rooms of the house, specific objects or   
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Figure 8–14: Chart depicting museum visitors' assessments of the Fairbanks 
House museum's internal appearance. Data from 2012 Fairbanks House Museum 
Visitor Survey (Figure by author). 
Figure 8–15: Chart depicting museum visitors' assessments of the Fairbanks House 
museum's material culture. Data from 2012 Fairbanks House Museum Visitor Survey 
(Figure by author). 
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 groups of objects, or the house's architecture were the most compelling portions of the 
museum.  These figures demonstrate that visitors' strongest positive memories of their 
tour experiences were tied to material objects, either artifactual or architectural. 
 The final survey question asked visitors to rate their overall experience at the 
Fairbanks House museum on a scale from 1 ("Not great") to 10 ("Fantastic").  The 
average answer, out of 225 responses, was 9.52, indicating that those who completed the 
survey thoroughly enjoyed their experience.  This assessment comes with the caveat that 
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Category of Response 
Visitors' "Most Interesting" Parts of the  
Fairbanks House Museum n=212 
Figure 8–16: Chart depicting museum visitors' assessments of the most interesting 
aspects of the Fairbanks House Museum. Data from 2012 Fairbanks House 
Museum Visitor Survey (Figure by author). 
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 because participation was voluntary, survey completion may have been biased towards 
those who had positive remarks to report.  By extension, the particularly strong 
engagement with the museum and its components discussed below may not have been as 
prevalent or rich with those who opted not to complete the survey.  Without their 
responses, we can only speculate about their experiences. 
 
 
 
Figure 8–17: Chart depicting museum visitors' assessments of the most 
interesting aspects of the Fairbanks House Museum, with the General 
Enthusiasm category and those categories that did not receive responses 
removed. Data from 2012 Fairbanks House Museum Visitor Survey (Figure by 
author). 
Visitors' "Most Interesting" Parts of the  
Fairbanks House Museum (Condensed) 
Specific Room 
Material Culture 
Architecture 
Tour Experience 
History (unspecified) 
Family Narrative 
Preservation/Age 
Sensory Experience 
n=150 
39 
38 31 
22 
9 
8 
1 
2 
489 
Analysis of the Survey Results 
Constructing a Montage 
 It is evident from the responses provided that visitors were, generally speaking, 
comfortable with the museum's material culture.  They believed that the majority of the 
objects played roles in the lives of the home's historical households.  Similarly, visitors 
felt that the house's interior looked very much like it did when it was occupied.  They 
believed, fundamentally, in the authenticity of the experience.  The significant degree of 
veracity placed on the museum's collection is of crucial importance.  Within a space filled 
with china displayed in glass cases, fragmentary archaeological artifacts, a gift shop, and 
all manner of oil portraits, handkerchiefs, and military armament attributed to distant 
relatives, guests found an image of the Fairbanks House as an operational domestic 
space.  From this assemblage of disparate old things emerged a picture of Fairbanks 
families and the objects they used. 
 How was this path traversed?  We can think of the museum in the same way that 
Benjamin viewed the Arcades.  It houses a variety of mundane material culture, 
singularly individual objects that would be overlooked in broader historical narratives 
and now appear almost incongruent next to one another.  In their incongruity, they resist, 
subvert, and ultimately dissolve linear chronology, in accordance with the FFA's goals of 
presenting a place rather than an explicit narrative.  In this way they act like what 
Benjamin called "hollowed out" objects, defunct things available to be filled with 
subjective meaning (Benjamin, 1999 [1927]: 466 [N5, 2]).  It is telling that when asked 
about their favorite part of their tour, visitors tended to cite specific objects, rooms, and 
490 
architecture rather than mentioning elements of the historical tale woven throughout the 
house.  When absorbing the narrative mosaic, patrons paused on the interruptions to 
study and mentally record individual artifacts, using them as touchstones to guide their 
experience.  The objects and historical residents were inseparable, bound together 
through the guests' tour experiences.  And yet, as a collection, the objects formed a 
montage, and from this montage sprang forth images of the Fairbanks House's historical 
past.  Visitors became immersed in the raw materials, navigating the house as Benjamin 
strolled the Arcades, each constructing a picture of life projected across the space.  I do 
not mean to argue that an uninterrupted procession of history, from Jonathan to Rebecca 
Fairbanks, played out in the minds of visitors like a reel of film.  One patron, for instance, 
commented that the most interesting part of the tour was "time travel between the 1600's 
and 1800's."4
 The process of traveling to the past within the museum space is akin to building a 
montage of clips (to return to the Surrealists) cut from innumerable reels that are 
interpreted, reordered, and interpreted again.  The resulting experience is visual, specific, 
and highly personal.
  In these travels, visitors were transported into a more general, non-linear 
past, a past in which the lives of the Fairbanks family were enmeshed with their material 
culture and seen in glimpses and glances.   
 
                                                 
4 It is interesting that these were the two time periods chosen, to the exclusion of the 18th, 20th, 
and 21st centuries.  This may speak to an absence of memorable material culture or narrative 
elements from these centuries (for this particular patron) or skepticism towards the historicity of 
more recent periods.  Without further response from the visitor, this remains speculation. 
 Here I am following Witmore, who argues, following Whitehead 
(1979), that "no one can encounter the same 'occasion' twice" (2012: 27).  Occasion in 
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this case refers to a historical event, but I extend this to mean that no two visitors have 
the same reaction to the Fairbanks House museum's collection.  While the process of 
constructing a dialectical image may be similar for each person and the context of its 
construction certainly is, the picture of life at the house is unique for every guest.  The 
opportunity for visitors to make their own interpretations at heritage sites is a distinctly 
postmodern vision of museum agendas, yet, as Jessie Embry and Mauri Nelson remind 
us, it is a quality present at many older or smaller museums throughout the country 
(2007).  They describe Daughters of Utah Pioneers (DUP) museums that display "cases 
upon cases of pioneer treasures," often including tens or even hundreds of the same 
artifact type (e.g., multiple cases of quilts, rows of ceramic plates) (Embry and Nelson 
2007: 167).  Despite a collection policy that has largely remained unchanged, these 
museums inadvertently conform to what Embry and Nelson (2007: 162) describe as 
the idea that people visiting a museum, reading a journal or novel, or 
studying the past should be allowed to understand the experience within 
their own context and adapt the learning experience (limited by what is  
present) to fit their own needs, regardless of others' interpretations. 
The examples of the DUP museums and the Fairbanks House museum echo Andrews' 
musing that local museums might provide a "quantum leap" forward in our 
considerations of heritage museums (2010: 25).  This does not mean that, by providing a 
space for individual interpretation and creativity, local museums are somehow "better" 
than sites whose primary goal is education.  My aim is to highlight the importance of 
local museums that, on the surface, sometimes look more like dusty storerooms than 
cutting-edge heritage sites. 
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 Sites that feature dense and diverse collections of objects within spaces that are 
themselves historical are not as antiquated as they might initially appear.  They provide 
visitors with a space to use tools already at their disposal to create a narrative of past 
lives.  In this way, museums like the Fairbanks House present visitors with the 
opportunity to engage in what archaeologists Rodney Harrison and John Schofield term 
"autoarchaeology," or the archaeological study of ourselves (2009, 2010).  Embedded in 
the practice of autoarchaeology is an implication of accessibility and inclusivity—we 
have the deepest knowledge of ourselves and our worlds, thus everyone is capable of 
conducting autoarchaeology.  Harrison and Schofield focus on the practice's applicability 
to the study of the contemporary and recent pasts, but it is just as readily applied to the 
contemporary navigation of historic sites.  Negotiation of historical material requires 
highly personalized reflection and engagement as individuals sift through a montage of 
material culture within a space charged with historical and heritage-related meaning 
(whether it be contrived or "authentic").  Visitors enter the museum with interpretive 
autonomy as autoarchaeologists prepared to excavate the site. 
 In some ways, this freedom of interpretation is unsettling to museum 
professionals who worry that a postmodern scheme limits the amount of factual 
information received by visitors (e.g., Hewison 1987; Levin 2007: 21).  For instance, 
Levin shares her concern that, in the case of the DUP museums, "the meanings of the 
exhibits may also be unclear because the staff makes little effort to select objects" (2007: 
21).  The skittishness that comes from privileging one perception of the past over another, 
and in particular from the fear that history will succumb to commercialization (e.g., 
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Wallace 1996: 133–157; as though it has not already done so—see Holtorf 2005), though 
misplaced, largely stems from practical feelings of responsibility and academic integrity 
within the museum setting.  After all, most people believe museums to be trustworthy 
sources of historical information and most visit with the desire to learn or see something 
novel (Rosenzweig and Thelen 1998; Donnelly 2002).  I share Donnelly's belief that 
visitors "have every right to expect that what they see, hear, and experience is accurate 
and true" (2002: 5).  The important difference is that it is not because of, but largely 
regardless of our best efforts to convey accurate information, patrons visiting historic 
house museums similar to the Fairbanks House will navigate the montage of historical 
material and experience their own impressions of the past, "accurate and true" or 
otherwise. 
Perceptions of Authenticity 
 One of the primary issues underpinning this interpretive experience, and indeed 
that of all heritage encounters, is one of authenticity: does the visitor believe the 
place/object/story to be historical and, tangentially, to be historically important?  While 
the concept has a deeper history rooted in preservation policy (e.g., Pressouyre 1993; 
Larsen 1995; Walter 2009; Labadi 2010), considerations of authenticity, both explicit and 
implicit, have perfused recent archaeological conversations about heritage, materiality, 
landscape, memory, identity, and contemporary practice (e.g., Gable and Handler 1996; 
Rosenzweig and Thelen 1998; Ashworth and Howard 1999; Howard 2003; Brown and 
Chappell 2004; Jameson 2004; Wallace 2004; Holtorf 2005; Holtorf and Williams 2006; 
Harrison 2010; Harrison and Schofield 2010).  Scholars increasingly understand 
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authenticity as something that cannot be generalized.  It requires a nuanced recognition of 
local conditions and personal experiences, as well as a lowering of the barriers between 
public and professional concerns. 
 This breakdown of the traditional academic/popular divide is necessitated by the 
fact that both groups tend to have very different conceptions of authenticity.  Peter 
Howard outlines these differences, arguing that the scholarly community values material 
genuineness and minimal intervention, while the public carries a greater concern for 
aesthetic appearances than exact physical accuracy (2003: 142–143).  Howard points to 
television and film as the most explicit examples of this sentiment, writing that "the main 
requirement, certainly in all the visual media, is for places to look correct for the period.  
Authenticity of appearance is all; materials are of no account" (2003: 143; emphasis 
added).  More generally, we can extend this view to all forms of media (including 
museum displays), as Cornelius Holtorf does when considering artifacts, monuments, and 
heritage sites (2005: 112–129).  He observed that, "more important than the actual age of 
a site or artifact is its perceived past-ness, i.e., the way it allows the past to be 
experienced" (2005: 112).  Both Howard and Holtorf allude to the aesthetics of a site and 
its materials as being contextual (that is, understood in relation to perceptions about age, 
place, meaning, etc.) and superficial.  The particular object biography is not significant, 
or indeed even necessary; if an artifact or site looks and feels right, then its authenticity is 
not questioned. 
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 Benjamin would likely disagree with Howard and Holtorf to a certain degree.  For 
Benjamin, the look of an antique was its patina, or the layer of time spread over an object 
or site's physical exterior measured in the chipped paint, the skin-smoothed wood, the grit 
and the grime (see also Lucas 2006; Dawdy 2010).  Both seen and sensed, patina imbues 
its bearer with age.  The feel of an object is what Benjamin would call its aura.   Speaking 
of the aura inherent in fine art, he defined it as a property that could be sensed, one that 
differentiates an original antique within a contemporary market saturated with copies 
(2003, as referenced in Mieszkowski 2004).  He was quick to point out that this 
separation does not occur in vacuum.  Rather, it is the artwork's context within a "highly 
ritualized network" of cultural traditions that place "works of the past as treasures of 
civilization" (Mieszkowski 2004: 40).  It seems, then, that to Benjamin, the key markers 
of authenticity for museum visitors are the interdependent qualities of patina and aura.  
Both characteristics straddle the boundary between the physical and the felt.   
 Gregory and Witcomb look to absence (of residents, of hardship, of 
uncleanliness) as the critical contributor to a historic house's authenticity (2007: 269; cf. 
Buchli and Lucas 2001a).  They write that it is "integral to [historic houses'] ability to 
invoke the presence of the past.  Potentially, historic houses open up a space in which the 
intangible past can be sensed.  This might commonly be described as a house having 
'atmosphere'" (Gregory and Witcomb 2007: 265).  Magaly Cabral makes a similar 
argument, asserting that "in the house museum, the image of whomever used to live there 
or own the house, associated with the collection and the building, exerts an attraction and 
fascination that acts on the imagination" (2001: 42–43). When left with the vestiges of 
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past occupations, minus the occupants, historic houses lie between the absent and the 
present, suggesting life—herein lies the aura.  Patina and aura do not necessarily correlate 
to value; such judgments are idiosyncratic: what I find to be a lovely antique might be a 
piece of unwanted junk taking up space in your attic; the ruined building that acts as your 
photographic muse is the refuse I campaign to have removed.  The duality of patina and 
aura also helps overcome what some feel is a Eurocentric overemphasis on the part of 
museum professionals of the material components of heritage (i.e., heritage as derived 
from old things), rather than the processes of heritage (i.e., heritage as found in traditions, 
actions, memories, acts of commemoration, etc.; analysis of Eurocentrism in heritage 
contexts can be found in Hall 2000; Andrews 2010; Gregory and Witcomb 2007).  
Communication and reception of "authentic" heritage involves an intermixing of site-
specific context, multi-sensory engagement, individual experience, and collective 
memory, as well as material culture.   
 The Fairbanks House museum experience combines the conceptions of 
authenticity offered by Howard, Holtorf, Benjamin, and Gregory and Witcomb.  
Authentic antiquity is defined by perception; what visitors to the Fairbanks House 
museum saw was an assemblage of aging material culture.  Because the collection 
(yellowed textiles, worn wooden tools, and chipped ceramic plates) exhibits a thick 
patina and fit with the setting (organized by use-context), the objects were considered to 
be authentic to the home.  Displayed artifacts not actually used by Fairbanks House 
residents acted as icons of past decisions and behaviors.  When asked what was unique 
about the Fairbanks House, visitors described it as "very atmospheric" and "so pure," 
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citing the "authenticity of house and contents" as distinct characteristics.  One visitor 
appreciated with "raw reality of it," writing that the site was "not prettied up."  Another 
directly equated "the age of the house" with "authentic history."  The patina and aura of 
the space clearly resonated with patrons.  The arrangement of objects was not 
problematic in the least.  Visitors were able to navigate the temporal leaps occurring 
among artifacts displayed in the same room.  By requiring contemplation, these 
interruptions facilitated the construction of a dialectical image, rather than inhibiting it.  
One patron celebrated the house's "living history" and another recalled that "history came 
alive"; both guests filled the space between absence and presence with their own 
narrative of the house's occupants.  But there is more to the museum tour than simply 
looking at objects. 
 Negotiations of authenticity are predicated on contextual examination, so we 
should remember that, beyond the displayed artifacts, the house itself plays a central role 
in the journey from material montage to historical image.  As a physical space, it wears 
particular substantive traces that cast a shadow over the materials it contains.  It has 
survived nearly 400 years, a fact that is evident in its cracked ceilings and creaking, 
cranky floorboards.  The house's innate past-ness, patina measured in physical durability 
and duration (Bergson 1944 [1911]; Olivier 1999, 2001), carries an authority that casts a 
shadow on the museum's material culture.  Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen identified 
a similar spatial authority in their landmark survey evaluating individuals' engagements 
with historical material (1998).  According to their findings, members of the public tend 
to view museums as the most reliable sources of historical information (1998: 105).  The 
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Fairbanks House, as both an aging historic site and a historical museum, holds significant 
influence as a deliverer of authentic experiences and accurate knowledge.  This authority 
smoothes the rough surfaces of interruptions between individual objects and makes the 
move from mosaic to image a bit easier. 
 There is, arguably, a danger to authenticity's ability to trim the uneven edges of 
reimaginings of the past.  A museum's interpretative scheme can serve to guide visitors 
down a path toward the steward's impression of the past, rather than the visitor's.  In the 
case of most museum professionals who strive for a balanced historicity, this might not 
be an issue.  Gregory and Witcomb argue that in the case of many of Australia's historic 
homes, curators in the 1970s were "enacting their own style and taste, as informed by 
their own memories and experiences of middle-class gentility, through the furnishing" 
(2007: 268).  The resulting interior organization served to reinforce a distinctly middle-
class version of the past, one that was clean and orderly.  The problem, though, was that 
the past was neither clean nor orderly.  Visitors were unable to incorporate various 
realties experienced at the homes, such as hardship, the issues of servitude and 
Aboriginal labor, and the grubbiness of bodily functions, into their constructions of past 
lives (Gregory and Witcomb 2007: 268).  The result is a version of the site's history that 
is less rich and multidimensional than it perhaps could be. 
 There is also the possibility that authenticity can be leveraged to paint portraits of 
the past that are intentionally incomplete, discriminatory, or otherwise offensive.  
Consider the example of a letter sent to the director of the Carter's Grove plantation 
499 
museum in 1989, shortly after the installation of a slave quarter at the site's entrance.  
Written by a visitor who for 20 years had toured the site to "energize" himself before he 
taught a course in American history, the letter stated that the man would not return to the 
site because he found the slave quarter exhibit to be "reprehensible"; he would not 
include "that kind of history" in his class (Ellis 2002: 78).  For this individual, the 
authenticity of the Carter's Grove museum reinforced his beliefs about a whitewashed 
past free from the challenging issue of slavery.  When the interpretive scheme was 
altered, it shattered his perception of the site's educational value and he reacted strongly.  
This example illustrates that the public is often aware of the mutability of heritage 
agendas; authenticity, while deeply personal, can be manipulated by museum 
professionals and visitors alike. 
Tour as Sensory Experience 
 Scholars working at the landscape scale have demonstrated quite effectively that 
we engage with spaces using all five of our senses (e.g., Ingold 1993; Thomas 2001; 
Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Upton 1992, 2008; see also Johnson 2007).  If we view the 
Fairbanks House museum as a landscape, it becomes clear that the visitor experience is 
multi-sensory.  Patrons are invited to move through the space, ducking under doorframes, 
traveling in the same steps as the former occupants.  Rooms are open to be physically 
traversed; there are no velvet ropes to stand behind and only a fraction of the house is off-
limits.  As guests cast their eyes on the artifacts housed in ancient architecture, volunteer 
docents provide verbal connections between the space and its historical narrative, 
occasionally pausing to provide detailed accounts of a particular object or act of 
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construction.  In one room people, especially children, are invited to listen with an 
antique ear trumpet and in another they can try their hand at turning a bed key.  The aging 
objects lend the air a slight scent of mustiness, sweet and dry.  Rooms are sunlit, wind 
softly rattles windowpanes, and everywhere floorboards creak. 
 Accessibility is the gateway to a richer museum experience (and by extension, a 
lack of accessibility inhibits the recreation of a lived-in space).  Gregory and Witcomb 
encountered the latter issue when faced with  the velvet ropes that restricted access to 
rooms in the Australian National Trust's historic homes (2007).  They felt "kept at bay" 
and prevented from "fully inhabiting" the spaces (see above; 2007: 268).  The ropes kept 
them in a "state of longing and curiosity," turning the exhibits into cold still lives (2007: 
268).  At the Fairbanks House, where very little of the museum is off-limits, the opposite 
is true: its accessibility enabled visitors to engage with the space more fully.  While this 
process was subconscious in many cases, a number of visitors reported that the tour's 
sensory qualities were the most unique part of their experience (see Figure 8–13).  
Patrons related that their tour was "more hands-on" because they "got to explore inside 
the rooms."  One enjoyed having "good access to seeing things up close" and another 
gushed that he "loved being close to all the antiques!"  Access was clearly important and 
something that visitors were not accustomed to; putting it plainly, one guest wrote that "it 
was nice to walk in every room and not have any 'velvet ropes.'"  A second patron 
described feeling "as though I was 'in' an exhibit and not just looking at one."  There was 
no sense of the "still life" phenomenon observed by Gregory and Witcomb—as a visitor 
put it, "it's history I can walk through."  Velvet ropes blocking pristine displays present 
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obvious impediments to the navigation of a museum's material and sensory montage.5
 It is this complex movement through the museum that defines the visitors' 
perceptions of the Fairbanks House and its history.  Patrons are immersed in a sea of 
material culture, objects deemed authentic because of their patina, aura, and position 
within a historical institution.  The look and feel of the material overcomes any 
misgivings about the artifacts' diverse origins or temporal dissemblance.  As visitors 
wander the museum, the docent serves as a guide, but it is ultimately the guest herself 
who defines the images of the Fairbanks House's past.  The space's affordances provide 
some pointers, but each person who moves through the museum encounters the mosaic of 
material culture and experiences the resulting images in a distinctly individual way, come 
what may. 
  
They persistently drag viewers back to present, inhibiting their ability to travel into the 
past.  By enjoying almost as much access to the home as its original occupants had, 
visitors can transition more easily into a historical experience of the space. 
 
New Understanding in an Old Museum 
 Small historic house museums offer visitors the unique opportunity to construct 
history on their own terms.  Laurajane Smith, referencing Rhiannon Mason, writes that, 
"'the public,' and more specifically visitors to heritage sites and museums, are too often 
                                                 
5 It is important to note that a house's floorplan dictates visitors' access to its rooms.  For instance, a home 
constructed with rooms flanking a central passage facilitates a much different traffic pattern than a home 
with rooms built around a central chimney.  The former affords visitors the ability to traverse the space via 
the passage while viewing each of the rooms, often from behind a velvet rope.  The latter requires that 
patrons move through the house in order to see each room. 
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conceptualized as 'empty vessels' or passive consumers of the heritage message" (2006: 
32, citing Mason 2004, 2005).  The 2012 Fairbanks House museum visitor survey 
provides ample evidence that patrons enjoyed creative, imaginative, and highly personal 
adventures guided by a multi-sensory engagement with a collection of dissimilar objects 
within a patinated space.  As they moved through the house, interruptions were 
negotiated, mosaics were considered piece-by-piece, and images emerged. 
 The Fairbanks House is but one small example among a diverse multitude of 
historic house museums.  Many of these sites benefit from active heritage professionals 
who continuously shape and reevaluate their interpretive plans, but those museums that 
might not normally be considered to be as progressive offer an equally dynamic visitor 
experience—as Levin writes, "in an odd sort of way, these museums are modernist, for 
they celebrate the fragmentary and the encyclopedic" (2007: 19).  Far from being static or 
disorderly, the material mosaics of local house museums like the Fairbanks House steer 
visitors towards an intricate and personalized trip through past spaces and past lives.  
Like Benjamin's Arcades Project, these museums liberate "the enormous energies of 
history" (Benjamin, 1999 [1927]: 463 [N3, 4]), placing the tools to construct imagistic 
histories in the hands of the museum-going public. 
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CHAPTER NINE 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Towards a Durational Perspective 
 Processes of place-making and duration are interdependent and inseparable.  At 
any given moment, a place consists of an assemblage of durational trajectories, measured 
in physical materials and ephemeral associations, stories, traditions, and memories.  A 
durational ontology has significant implications for the study of sites with long-term 
occupations because it produces a clearer picture of the contexts in which families and 
individuals made decisions for their futures.  It also can be leveraged to gain insight into 
the construction of heritage at local museums, repositioning sites typically viewed as old-
fashioned or conventional at the center of contemporary conversations about the 
facilitation of dynamic engagements with the past. 
 In this chapter, I consider the Fairbanks House, both as a home and as a museum, 
from a durational perspective.  First, I characterize the tangible and intangible durations 
that have survived from throughout the site's history.  Then I consider those durations that 
have been redirected, lost, or silenced.  After examining the persistent and absent vestiges 
of the Fairbanks House's past, I explore the factors that determine the survival or 
extinction of particular durational trajectories.  Finally I discuss the significance of this 
project and potential outlets for future work. 
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Considering the Fairbanks House from a Durational Perspective 
Persistent Durations 
 The many durations of the Fairbanks House and its occupants arguably begin with 
the most important stage of its life, as measured in enduring tangible and intangible 
remains.  The most fundamental marker is of course the house itself, the core of which 
was built according to the English architectural traditions familiar to Jonathan and Grace 
when they came to New England in the 1630s.  Physically, the house and its many 
components are the Fairbanks family's earliest and longest durations, but metaphorically, 
the dwelling has come to represent much more to Fairbanks descendants, residents of 
Dedham, museum patrons, students of architectural history, etc.  The house has enduring 
symbolic value as a pilgrimage site, as a space of heritage construction, and as "the oldest 
surviving timber frame house in North America" ("The Fairbanks House" n.d.).  It owes 
its very persistence to the efforts of many, from the Fairbanks households who repaired it, 
added to it, and labored to keep their family rooted to Dedham, to the preservationists 
(family and non-family alike) who lobbied to protect it from sale or deconstruction, to the 
countless individuals who helped steady the house's architecture, visited the museum, or 
wrote about the family.  Some of its 17th-century elements are hidden by later additions 
or bolstered by modern stabilization attempts, but many remain, honored by the 
descendant community and legitimized by the tools of dendrochonological science.  The 
house's physical and symbolic durations are interdependent and, thus far, self-sustaining. 
 Beyond the house, traces of Jonathan, Grace, and their family remain on the 
Fairbanks House landscape, some transient, some permanent.  The first is, in part, the 
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landscape itself—a fragment of the 12 acres Jonathan received when the Fairbanks first 
moved to Dedham.  Though it eventually decreased in size to less than an acre, the 
houselot has endured generations of growth and decline, construction and deconstruction.  
Other remains are intact, but singular.  For example, a 17th-century wooden chest, 
believed to be carved by John Houghton (see St. George 1979: 9–11), sits in the 
Fairbanks House museum during its touring season (May through October) and is stored 
in the Dedham Historical Society museum in the fall and winter.  Though it was likely 
used to store linens during its life in the home, it was perceived by the FFA as such a 
powerful symbol of their 17th-century ancestors that they spent nearly $72,000 in 2003 to 
purchase the object at auction (it was believed to have been sold by Rebecca Fairbanks 
before she vacated the property) and return it to the Fairbanks House (Fairbanks 2003).  
The biography of this object began in Dedham when it was carved and then introduced 
into the house.  It served a functional purpose in its early life and gradually accumulated 
layers of meaning as it persisted through time.  After it was sold by Rebecca, it began a 
new phase of its life, before returning to the Fairbanks House in 2003, where it became a 
durational symbol.  The chest was one of Benjamin's "hollowed out" objects that was first 
filled with linens (literally) and then with meaning derived from its antiquity and familial 
associations (figuratively) (Benjamin, 1999 [1927]: 466 [N5, 2]).  Very few other 
physical remnants of Jonathan and Grace are known to exist, and, in most cases, they 
have been dispersed outside of the house (e.g., a brass sundial kept at the Dedham 
Historical Society, a copper-alloy spoon bowl stored in the archives at the Boston 
University Archaeology Laboratory). 
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 Though few tangible traces of Jonathan and Grace's family endure on the 
Fairbanks property, other than the house itself, their intangible legacy is robust.  The 
family worked together on a broad patchwork of land to establish an agricultural foothold 
that would support future generations of Fairbanks families.  Jonathan held various 
positions within the town, and, despite his religious misgivings, joined the local church.  
Both he and Grace likely visited with neighbors and hosted friends themselves.  While no 
physical remains of these specific actions can be found on the Fairbanks House 
landscape, they helped to solidify the family's place within the community, ensuring its 
stability for future generations.  Jonathan, Grace, and their family also lived in the stories 
and myths that later family members used to promote the Fairbanks identity.  As the 
progenitors of the Fairbanks name in North America, the family has occupied a special 
position within Fairbanks lore.  The first generation, according to tradition, allowed local 
Native Americans to sleep on their floor, but also kept a rifle on hand if disputes arose.  
They also featured, generally, in later descriptive portraits that positioned the house as a 
vestige of a morally-upright colonial era—the family, it was supposed, was possessed by 
"the spirit which animated the early settlers of New England, who braved the wide 
Atlantic to make for themselves a home and a new nation" ("A Rare Find" 1898).  These 
traditions only survive in newspaper articles and oral testimony, but they helped celebrate 
the Fairbanks family identity in the 19th and 20th centuries.  Today, Jonathan, Grace, and 
their children live in descriptions of the house as the "oldest" and "only surviving" of its 
kind—theirs is a legacy of creation. 
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 Traces of John and Sarah Fairbanks and their family are visible to a somewhat 
lesser extent than their parents.  Like Jonathan and Grace, John and Sarah worked to 
secure a competency for their offspring.  They tilled land near the family homestead and 
in the greater Dedham area, and they were industrious within their home, spinning yarn, 
weaving cloth, and turning furniture parts.  When the family traveled to their fields or to 
Boston to sell goods, they did so on horseback, reinforcing their identity as respectable 
agriculturalists.  By raising the family's social profile and building an agricultural 
enterprise, John and Sarah were able to provide Joseph, their couple's eldest son, with an 
estate on which he could raise his family.  Thus, the family and its identity endured at the 
Fairbanks House.  The primary extant physical link to John and Sarah is the lean-to, 
which was likely built on the rear of the house sometime in the late 17th century.  Even 
this association is troublesome, as the lean-to may have been built by Joseph Sr. after he 
inherited the dwelling in 1684 (or, rather less likely, by Jonathan Fairbanks before his 
death in 1668; see Chapter 4).  None of the 19th-centory traditions about the 17th-century 
families analyzed above included any specific references to John, Sarah, and their family, 
although they may have been included generally as some of the early residents of the 
house.  Visitors to the Fairbanks House museum do not see any objects definitively 
associated with the family; a loom in the hall chamber that is not original to the house 
acts as an icon and provides docents a useful cue for mentioning the fact that John's 
probate inventory included a loom. 
 The next three generations of Fairbanks families are some of the least visible, 
either tangibly or intangibly, on the homestead landscape.  That is not to deny the critical 
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role that each household played in maintaining the family's presence in the house and 
preserving its identity within the community.  When Joseph Sr. inherited half of his 
father's estate, he forged an agreement with his brother Benjamin to acquire the entirety 
of the homestead.  Joseph Sr. and Dorcas mitigated the effects their small family would 
have on their agricultural productivity by seeking assistance from their kinship network, 
hiring labor, and maximizing social relations formed through Joseph Sr.'s civic and 
religious duties.  Joseph II, Abigail, and their eight children worked their fields together, 
and when the time came to transfer control over the estate to the next generation, Joseph 
II and Abigail passed it to their eldest son.  Joseph III and Frances held on to the ancestral 
homestead for a short time before selling it to his brothers John, Israel, Samuel, and 
Ebenezer.  Though none of the three preceding households made major alterations to the 
Fairbanks House, its continued life is a testament to their labors.  Each purchased and 
sold land, cultivated crops, and raised livestock, living on the homestead for varying 
lengths of time.  Yet these are some of the least understood families to occupy the 
property.  This was a fact I knew when beginning this project, and one that I hoped to 
address with archaeological inquiry.  Unfortunately, neither excavation nor documentary 
research could uncover additional information about these 18th-century families.  They 
are rarely mentioned in 19th-century literature (Jones' brief genealogical sketch of the 
family is a notable exception; 1894: 189–190) and are also largely absent within the 
museum's collections; it is telling that a list of facts prepared for docents does not contain 
a single reference to the family members by name (Service 2009; it is important to note 
that this guide is only meant to be a starting point for docents and that many include 
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narrative elements not listed in the guide).  A few early-to-mid 18th-century artifacts 
(e.g., a fowling piece, a 1763 sampler) are displayed in the museum, acting as icons for 
the families that lived during that period.  In terms of the durational trajectories still 
visible on the Fairbanks property, the most solid record that Joseph Sr., Dorcas, Joseph II, 
Abigail, Joseph III, Frances, and their families left is the continuity of the house itself. 
 The Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary periods of occupation featured some 
of the most resonant changes to the Fairbanks House property, many of which left marks 
that are discernible to this day.  Ebenezer Sr. and his wife Prudence acquired full 
ownership from the parts that Joseph III had sold to his brothers, while purchasing 
additional land across the Dedham area.  At some point during their lives (although 
perhaps not by their command), the parlor was extended, the eastern and western wings 
were added to the house, and a milk room was installed on the western end of the lean-to.  
The entire construction process entailed the movement and combination of buildings, 
altering the landscape in a manner that was pregnant with intentionality.  The 
modifications added space for storage, sleeping, and work, while affording the family 
with the ability to restructure their house's interior to suit particular social engagements.  
These additions also affected the property in ways that Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence could 
not possibly have foreseen: they provided a much greater amount of exhibition space in 
the Fairbanks House museum.  Both Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence and the FFA used the 
eastern, western, and milk room additions to reorder the house in a desire to present a 
particular identity or agenda.  Evidence of the family recovered archaeologically 
followed a similar durational trajectory.  Objects such as tea service, tablewares, horse 
510 
 
tack, and scissors, which Ebenezer Sr., Prudence, and their family used to assert a 
respectable identity while balancing the concerns of their agriculturally-oriented daily 
lives, now occupy glass cases in the house museum's parlor.  Whole or fragmentary, the 
objects in each instance served the goals of the group who used them.  Even more 
complicated is the durational trajectory of the cobble-floored outbuilding, whose remains 
were discovered archaeologically, reburied, and then referenced by a fragmentary outline 
of modern cobble pavers installed in 2010.  Inside the Fairbanks House museum, visitors 
are shown various objects that may have been associated with Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence 
(e.g., a gate-leg table, archaeological artifacts) and some objects that act as temporal 
icons (e.g., Revolutionary War miscellanea, spinning wheels).   
 Some of Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence's actions did not result in directly observable 
physical signatures, but were perhaps their most important decisions in terms of 
maintaining the Fairbanks House's continued presence on the local landscape.  
Throughout their lives, the family attempted to balance their lives as farmers and as 
respectable members of the Dedham community.  When Ebenezer Sr. wrote his will in 
1803, he promised control over the estate to his son, Ebenezer Jr., who had fought hard to 
repair the family's identity after the murder trial of Jason Fairbanks.  By making a 
commitment to Ebenezer Jr. and overseeing, or allowing Ebenezer Jr. to coordinate, the 
architectural additions to the family home, Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence were attempting to 
reinvent and reify their position within the community.  In the wake of scandal, they used 
multiple means of identity reconstruction to move forward, assuring Ebenezer Jr. and 
Mary's ability to have a life in Dedham.  Even after their deaths, Ebenezer Sr. and 
511 
 
Prudence were important figures in the house's legacy.  Their granddaughters, Prudence, 
Sally, and Nancy, were proud of the fact that they had maintained many elements of the 
house's internal organization that had been introduced by their grandparents.  The sisters 
were fond of telling stories about the family and the town's experiences in the 
Revolutionary War, which they could only have heard from their parents and 
grandparents who lived through the struggle (assuming the stories were not fabricated or 
appropriated from other sources).  Similarly, contemporary museum patrons are led 
through the additions for which Ebenezer Sr. and Prudence were responsible, and they 
are usually told of the family's involvement in the Revolutionary War. 
 The remains of Ebenezer Jr. and Mary's lives, measured in duration, are evident 
on the Fairbanks property to a moderate degree.  The couple worked with their parents to 
reinvent and promote their family's identity following Jason's trial through a combination 
of architectural renovations and performative actions.  Their efforts during and after the 
trial were costly and left the family mired in debt.  The most visible evidence of these 
actions is actually somewhat ephemeral: following divisions and sales of real estate to 
resolve many of the family's debts, the Fairbanks property, which consisted of 50 acres 
during Ebenezer Jr. and Mary's lives (in addition to the more than 100 acres they owned 
in other areas of Dedham), is a fraction of what it once was.  The Fairbanks House 
museum holds a number of objects, some actual, some iconic, associated with Ebenezer 
Jr. and Mary's lives.  A black wedding veil worn by Ebenezer Jr. and Mary's daughter 
Mary sits in a case in the western addition.  A whale oil lantern, which tradition maintains 
was used in the Fairbanks House as early as the 1820s, hangs in the hall.  A clock made 
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in 1815 with no known Fairbanks association is displayed in the western corridor.  Some 
parts of the museum's collection reference multiple moments in Fairbanks history.  An 
assortment of 18th-century farm tools (pitchforks, rakes, etc.) hang in the lean-to as icons 
of farming practices from throughout the house's history (the docent guide specifically 
mentions that "the tools in our collection are from the 1800s, but they had changed little 
from the past"; Service 2009: 8).  An 1807 sampler in the east parlor was made by a 12-
year-old Nancy Fairbanks, 36 years before she would inherit fragments of her mother's 
estate.  Archaeological artifacts recovered in recent years occupy cases in the parlor.  
These objects were purchased, used, and displayed by Ebenezer Jr., Mary, and their 
family, then discarded and buried, only to be recovered and displayed again with glue 
sealing their cracks, allowing the "hollowed out" vessels to be filled with meaning.  
Traditions also left ephemeral pieces of the family—consider Prudence, Sally, and 
Nancy's memory of Ebenezer Sr. telling Ebenezer Jr. to "never part with the long gun; 
keep in the place where grandfather put it" (Lossing 1876: 243). 
 When they inherited the family estate in 1843, the Fairbanks sisters continued 
many of the processes their parents had begun, the byproducts of which were the erasure 
or augmentation of many durational trajectories from the landscape.  They sold more of 
the family's land to settle their mother's debts, continuing the move away from large-scale 
agriculture.  They converted the milk room into an attached privy and demolished the 
cobble-floored outbuilding, filling it with household refuse and defunct material culture 
(much of which now resides in the museum's cases or the BU Archaeology Laboratory).  
Yet even as pieces of their material world were discarded or changed, the sisters used 
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personal adornment and entertaining to uphold their social network.  They also produced 
a new set of intangible durational trajectories by repackaging the family's historical 
narrative in interviews, photographs, and casual remembrances.  These trajectories, along 
with the house's own physical characteristics, promoted the Fairbanks identity and 
ensured that the home would eventually make the transition to its life as a museum.  It is 
perhaps appropriate then that the museum is replete with objects associated with 
Prudence, Sally, and Nancy's lifetimes: a soup tureen, a scrap of wallpaper, portraits of 
close relatives, painted porcelain buttons, and several 1876 newspaper sheets that had 
been stuffed into a doorjamb to keep out drafts.  The collections contain numerous icons 
from the latter half of the 19th century, including dolls, clothing, Civil War artifacts, 
furniture, and photographs. 
 Vestiges of Rebecca Fairbanks' life in her ancestral home look similar to those of 
her aunts.  She completed the estate's shift away from traditional agriculture by settling 
land divisions and selling land in the late 19th century, bringing the property to its current 
size.  Rebecca also continued to promote the family legacy, though in a more guarded 
sense; invited guests were regaled with stories of her sisters and ancestors, unwanted 
tourists were turned away.  Rebecca's move from the house in the early 20th century was 
a significant development in the property's durational trajectory; when she vacated the 
site, it was converted into a reliquary of Fairbanks artifacts.  Some objects directly 
associated with Rebecca are exhibited in the house museum (e.g., an 1854 medal, a 
portrait of Rebecca with her dog), while others that belonged to her were sold and 
reacquired later (e.g., the 17th-century chest, portraits of Nancy and James Tripp).  
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Stories about Rebecca, particularly the tale of the thunder strike that temporarily drove 
her from the house, are still retold. 
 Durational trajectories continued to begin and end on the Fairbanks House 
property after it transitioned from house to house museum.  The two sheds that stood 
south of the original house were disassembled, while a new house was built at the 
homestead's southwestern corner.  A driveway was built, and then demolished and 
replaced with a parking lot.  Paths and lighting were added, fences were repaired, and 
gardens planted.  The house survived a car wreck and attempted arson.  It received new 
components made from wood, metal, and concrete, each supporting a different section of 
its frame.  Various safety measures were added (fire alarms, motion detectors, 
weatherproofing) and a gift shop was introduced into the parlor.  The house is now 
watched by several unmonitored stationary video cameras at all hours of the day. 
Unenduring Trajectories 
  In many cases, the durational trajectories of the people, space, material culture, 
narratives, and memories that comprised the Fairbanks House network ultimately ended 
or were silenced in some capacity.  While the character of the property (a small time 
warp tucked into a busy suburban neighborhood) might appear to belie change at the site, 
its size is one of the clearest indicators of unenduring trajectories.  The Fairbanks' various 
historical landholdings are referenced generally and intangibly in most tours, but their 
physical traces are not immediately evident.1
                                                 
1 I acknowledge that this land has not ceased to endure in the literal sense, but rather, I maintain 
that it is no longer physically associated with the Fairbanks' network of durational trajectories. 
  Elements of the Fairbanks House, such as 
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the 17th-century western addition and the milk room, are no longer present, replaced by 
later modifications.  Nearly every outbuilding the family built and used has been sold, 
moved, or disassembled.  Those that remain do so symbolically (in the case of the 
cobble-floored structure, which now exists as an incomplete outline) or intangibly (in the 
case of the cellar, which was constructed, used, filled, excavated, filled again, and then 
paved over).  These were just two buildings among the constellation of structures the 
Fairbanks families relied upon in their daily lives. 
 The Fairbanks House museum's collections include a distinct assemblage of 
durational trajectories that features notable gaps.  For example, comparatively few 
objects from the 17th and 18th centuries are displayed in the museum and most are icons 
of objects associated with the family.  The trajectories of the vast majority of the objects 
used by the first five generations of Fairbanks families have ended or moved elsewhere.  
Much of the collection consists of artifacts whose trajectories span the last 200–250 
years.  The artifacts exhibited in the museum are Benjamin's  "defunct things," a hodge-
podge of mundane material culture missing many of the components that were central to 
the Fairbanks' existence (Benjamin, 1999 [1927]: 466 [N5, 2]).  This assemblage 
contributes to the museum's position between absence and presence—it is a partial 
picture, incomplete when compared to the house's life as a home, complete enough to 
facilitate the imagining of past lives.  Whereas the site's material record is skewed 
towards the recent past, its bundle of intangible trajectories is weighted towards the 
earliest periods of occupation.  The Fairbanks House's origin narratives are some of its 
most important from a heritage perspective because they root the site in a distant time and 
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lend it an uncommon antiquity.  Stories associated with 17th-century life are replete with 
practices that feel primeval, further contrasting the house as a relic on an otherwise 
contemporary landscape. 
Durational Trajectories, Choices, and the Construction of Heritage 
 What is it then that ultimately enables some elements of historic houses and the 
people who lived in them to endure and others to fade away?  Generally, it is 
combination of interrelated tangible and intangible factors.  The first is physical decay: 
what is able to survive and what is not.  Time wears away at material culture, breaking 
objects down and forcing people to choose whether to repair, replace, or discard them.  
Residents of the Fairbanks House maintained their house while making decisions about 
the construction, preservation, and removal of the other structures and objects on their 
property.  These choices were often made before objects functionally broke down.  When 
Prudence, Sally, and Nancy cleaned house in the mid-19th century, they likely rejected 
objects that were outmoded or unfashionable, in additional to those objects that were 
broken or no longer needed.  Once artifacts enter the archaeological record, they are 
subjected to further decay, which skews the assemblages from subsequent excavations 
towards those materials that endure underground.  This is certainly one reason why the 
Fairbanks House museum's collections contain more objects from the 19th and 20th 
centuries: the crumbling effects of time make older material culture harder to acquire.  
This is true both in terms of the sheer survival of older things, and also the fact that their 
antiquity makes them rarer, more cherished, and more expensive, and thus difficult for a 
museum with a modest operating budget to acquire. 
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 More impactful on a property's durational trajectories are the needs and values of 
its residents.  The decisions made by generations of Fairbanks families reflected their 
identities, beliefs, and goals for the future.  These choices were made in the context of 
certain extant durational trajectories; by studying the entire lives of historic houses, we 
can attempt to determine the nature of these intersections and how they informed a 
household's decisions.  Oliver's perspective is relevant here: "the present is made up of an 
accumulation of all the previous states whose successions have built this present" (2001: 
66).  In the case of the Fairbanks households, the purchase and sale of land, the 
construction and deconstruction of additions and outbuildings, the use and disuse of 
material culture, and the celebration of their own heritage allowed families to expand or 
contract their agricultural enterprise, express aspects of their identity (or reinvent 
themselves entirely), and establish a future for their children.  They maintained, 
redirected, or discontinued durational trajectories according to their family's needs and 
desires.  Thus it is not surprising that the site's surviving trajectories offer only a 
fragmentary glimpse at life on the property; this fact is a testament to the long-term 
occupation and use of the Fairbanks House, both as a home and as a museum. 
 The agendas of a historic house's stewardship group are also central to the 
survival or extinction of the site's durational trajectories.  The choice to create narratives, 
or to amplify or mute existing ones, depends on the identities of place, family, and history 
a group wishes to project.  Similar decisions are made relating to the place's material 
record.  Collection and display policies and the preservation biases inherent in 
archaeological and documentary research are also relevant.  At the Fairbanks House, the 
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FFA's interpretive plan affords them the flexibility to incorporate new objects into their 
collection (thereby strengthening associative ties with the extended family members or 
local residents who are the most common donors), while presenting a unified picture of 
past-ness within the house.  Whether or not the objects were directly associated with 
people who lived in the house is largely inconsequential; an association with Fairbanks 
descendants is all that is required (Carvino 2010).  What is most important is that 
artifacts' patina and aura fit with the space.  Holes in the family narrative formed from a 
lack of archaeological information (resulting from the site's long-term occupation—
Starbuck 1980: 378–381; Beaudry 1986; see Chapter 3) or archival records can be filled 
with icons of the objects the family may have used.  The house itself provides a useful 
roadmap, complete with clearly visible architectural additions spaced along the site's 
occupational history, that guides visitors through the past.  Its enduring physical 
trajectory helps to smooth over the interruptions of narrative and material gaps.  Finally, 
many decisions made by stewardship groups are informed by the needs and desires of 
their visitor population.  Visitors to the Fairbanks House museum perceived images of the 
past in the site's extant durational trajectories.  They were able to traverse the house's 
complex multi-temporality and, just as importantly for the FFA, they reported that doing 
so was an overwhelmingly positive experience. 
 
Future Work 
 The durational trajectory of this research does not end with this dissertation.  The 
potential for deploying the durational perspective at historic houses is significant.  
519 
 
Further archaeological investigation of the Fairbanks House property could reveal 
additional information about the decisions, actions, and aspirations of the households 
who dwelled at the site.  Discovery of 17th- and 18th-century deposits would help fill 
gaps in the family's historical narrative, but given the fact that so much of the site's 
stratigraphy has been affected by landscaping and earthmoving efforts, it would be 
difficult to predict where such deposits could exist.  Additional ethnographic studies, 
including in-depth interviews with museum visitors, would help to augment and refine 
conclusions about heritage construction at house museums.  I also see great potential in 
applying a durational perspective at non-museum house sites.  I aim to apply this 
ontology to a historic house that still functions as a home.  Such sites offer the chance to 
explore the traces of place-making and domesticity over the long term and although they 
do not operate as museums, most still occupy an important position on the heritage 
landscape (the John Southwick house in Peabody, Massachusetts, is an excellent example 
of an occupied historic house at the center of controversial heritage politics; see Jamieson 
2005). 
 
Significance 
 I began this dissertation by stating that my project was fundamentally concerned 
with time.  This work has made the argument for reorienting household archaeology's 
focus from strict chronologies to tangible and intangible durational trajectories.  In taking 
a durational perspective, I have shown that households make decisions for the future 
based on present physical and ephemeral conditions and that those choices often endure 
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much longer than the households themselves.  A durational perspective also illustrates 
that change is the work of a variety of stakeholders operating at various times within 
various conditions.  While my focus has been strictly on a historic house, this approach is 
portable to many types of heritage sites because it allows us to understand a place's 
development during all phases of its life.  For the Fairbanks House, this meant tracking 
changes that spanned the time before and after its transition from house to house 
museum.   
 My research has also yielded invaluable information about the households who 
lived in the Fairbanks House through its history.  I have situated the house on the broader 
landscape of New England and demonstrated how generations of Fairbanks families 
navigated social and political changes on the local, regional, national, and international 
scales.  By emphasizing the families' relationship with their land and their community, I 
have been able to present a fuller picture of the Fairbanks' lives as agriculturalists who 
lived according to the seasonal rhythms of plant and animal husbandry.  I have also been 
able to give greater attention to collective experiences of the Fairbanks families, moving 
beyond the lives of the male heads of household to see how families worked together 
towards both common and individual goals.  A durational approach has allowed me to 
view households' plans in concert with their outcomes, providing additional insight into 
intergenerational relationships. 
 My research contributes to contemporary discussions of heritage production in 
museum settings.  In particular, it draws attention to the collaborative nature of historical 
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understanding in local museums, problematizing what is often conceived of as a 
hegemonic process of knowledge production and dissemination.  On one hand, this work 
demonstrates the ways that stewardship groups can creatively mobilize collection policies 
typically identified as "conservative" or even outmoded to offer uniquely dynamic 
experiences to their patrons.  On the other hand, it provides evidence of how museum 
guests assimilate montages of icons and artifacts from disparate spatio-temporal contexts 
and from them, creatively construct conceptions of past lives.  It is my hope that by 
providing an alternative view of how visitors engage with heritage in local museums, my 
research will help to highlight such spaces not as broken or outmoded places in need of 
reimagining, but as vibrant storerooms of durational trajectories.  
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APPENDIX ONE 
FAIRBANKS FAMILY KINSHIP CHART 
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APPENDIX TWO 
MICROMORPHOLOGICAL ANALYSIS FORMS 
 
Thin Section ID: 3AK-001 
Site Name: Fairbanks House       Sector: Outbuilding     Excavation # : 118    Profile: N 
Thin section size (Width x Height in cm):  5 × 7.5 
Number of microfacies: 2 
Boundaries: 1 to 2 = diffuse wavy; p.f. to 1 = abrupt smooth (inclined); p.f. to 2 = diffuse 
irregular 
 
Plane Polarized Light (PPL) Cross Polarized Light (XPL) 
 
 
 
Thin section slide from block 3AK-001 (5 × 7.5 cm). Passage feature (p.f.) cuts into 
microfacies 1 and 2 
 
 
Platy voids near top of 
microfacies 1 (PPL) 
 
Representative groundmass 
of microfacies 1, showing 
various sand sizes (PPL) 
 
Representative groundmass of 
microfacies 2, showing sand 
and microcharcoal (PPL) 
2 
1 
p.f. 
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3AK-001 Microfacies #: 2 (Relative depth: 0.0-4.8cm) 
Texture:  
Moderately sorted subrounded, semi-spherical silty loam  
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Complex microstructure (chambers and crumbs) with unaccommodating peds; 
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 4/1;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Angular to sub-angular grains of quartz (silt to coarse 
sand size, ±35% of coarse fraction); angular grains of mica (silt to fine 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); angular to sub-rounded grains of 
feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±10% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare 
minerals (fine sand to medium sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction). 
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Angular to sub-rounded 
sandstone (fine sand to very coarse sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-angular conglomerate (quartz and mica, fine sand to coarse 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Not observed. 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to very coarse sand size, ±5% of 
the coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±3% of the 
coarse fraction) 
Micromass: light brown dotted clay with undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few  
mineral and compound grain surfaces (less than 1% of total area) 
Summary: Modified parent material with micro-charcoal inclusions likely introduced 
through root activity.  Soil may be historical soil used to construct cobble floor of the 
feature (i.e., used to fill in gaps between stones).  May also be material that worked its 
way between the stones via repeated movement across the floor.
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3AK-001 Microfacies #: 1 (Relative depth: 4.8-6.6 cm) 
Texture:  
Moderately/poorly sorted sandy silt loam 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
apedal platy microstructure;  
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 3.5/1;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Angular to sub-angular grains of quartz (silt to coarse 
sand size, ±35% of coarse fraction); angular grains of mica (silt to fine 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); angular to sub-rounded grains of 
feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare 
minerals (fine sand to medium sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction).  
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Angular to sub-rounded 
sandstone (fine sand to very coarse sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-angular conglomerate (quartz, feldspar, and mica, fine sand 
coarse sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Not observed. 
Organic: Plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±3% of the coarse fraction) 
Micromass: light brown dotted clay with undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few  
mineral and compound grain surfaces (less than 1% of total area) 
Summary: Glacial outwash, with similar content to historical and modern topsoils. Platy 
voids near top of microfacies may relate to trampling of surface during building 
construction, surface preparation (intentional tamping) prior to construction, or natural 
compression from the weight and use of the structure.  
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Thin Section ID: 3AK-002 
Site Name: Fairbanks House       Sector: Outbuilding     Excavation # : 118    Profile: N 
Thin section size (Width x Height in cm):  5 × 7.5 
Number of microfacies: 2 (3) 
Boundaries: 2b to 1 = Sharp smooth; 1 to 2a = Sharp semi-wavy; p.f. to all = Sharp irregular 
 
Plane Polarized Light (PPL) Cross Polarized Light (XPL) 
 
 
 
Thin section slide from block 3AK-002 (5 × 7.5cm). Passage feature (p.f.) cuts into 
microfacies 1 and 2 
 
 
Possible platy voids near 
top of microfacies 2 (PPL) 
 
Representative groundmass of 
microfacies 2, showing sand 
content (XPL) 
 
Representative groundmass of 
microfacies 1, showing 
compact microstructure (XPL) 
2 
1 
p.f. 
2 
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3AK-002 Microfacies #: 2 (Relative depth: 0.0-3.5cm; 5.3-6.2cm) 
Texture:  
Moderately/poorly sorted sandy silt loam; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Platy voids near top of 2; vaughy microstructure throughout remainder of 2; 
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 3/1;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Angular to sub-angular grains of quartz (silt to coarse 
sand size, ±35% of coarse fraction); angular grains of mica (silt to fine 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); angular to sub-rounded grains of 
feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare 
minerals (fine sand to medium sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction).  
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Angular to sub-rounded 
sandstone (fine sand to very coarse sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-angular conglomerate (quartz, feldspar, and mica, fine sand 
coarse sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Not observed. 
Organic: Plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±3% of the coarse fraction) 
Micromass: light brown dotted clay with undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few  
mineral and compound grain surfaces (less than 1% of total area) 
Summary: Glacial outwash, with similar content to historical and modern topsoils. Platy 
voids near top of 2 may relate to trampling of surface during building construction, 
surface preparation (intentional tamping) prior to construction, or natural compression 
from the weight and use of the structure
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3AK-002 Microfacies #: 1 (Relative depth:3.5-5.3 cm) 
Texture:  
Moderately/poorly sorted sandy silt loam; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
massive;  
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 3/1;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Angular to sub-angular grains of quartz (silt to coarse 
sand size, ±35% of coarse fraction); angular grains of mica (silt to fine 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); angular to sub-rounded grains of 
feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare 
minerals (fine sand to medium sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction).  
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Angular to sub-rounded 
sandstone (fine sand to very coarse sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-angular conglomerate (quartz, feldspar, and mica, fine sand 
coarse sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Not observed. 
Organic: Plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±3% of the coarse fraction) 
Micromass: light brown dotted clay with undifferentiated b-fabric..  
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few  
mineral and compound grain surfaces (less than 1% of total area) 
Summary: Glacial outwash, nearly identical to 2.  Differences in color may be due to 
compaction, leaching, freezing/thawing, or some other unknown activity (potentially a 
fabric and depletion compound pedofeature).  Source of compaction unidentified. 
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Thin Section ID: 3AK-003 
Site Name: Fairbanks House       Sector: Outbuilding     Excavation # : 130    Profile: E 
Thin section size (Width x Height in cm):  5 × 7.5 
Number of microfacies: 3 (4) 
Boundaries: 1 to 2 = Sharp wavy; 2 to 3 = Diffuse semi-wavy; p.f. to 2 & 3 = Clear irregular;  
 
Plane Polarized Light (PPL) Cross Polarized Light (XPL) 
 
 
 
Thin section slide from block 3AK-003 (5 × 7.5 cm). Passage feature (p.f.) cuts into 
microfacies 2 and 3 
 
 
Representative groundmass 
from microfacies 3, showing 
sand content (XPL) 
 
Representative groundmass 
of microfacies 2, showing 
sand content (PPL) 
 
Representative groundmass of 
microfacies 2, showing 
mixture of sandy outwash and 
charcoal content (PPL) 
3 
2 p.f. 
1 
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3AK-003 Microfacies #:  3 (Relative depth: 0.0-2.5cm) 
Texture:  
Poorly sorted sandy clay loam 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Apedal complex microstructure (chambers and vughs);  
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: close porphyric;  
 ratio: 3/1;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Angular to sub-angular grains of quartz (silt to coarse 
sand size, ±35% of coarse fraction); angular grains of mica (silt to fine 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); angular to sub-rounded grains of 
feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±10% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare 
minerals (fine sand to medium sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction). 
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Angular to sub-rounded 
sandstone (fine sand to very coarse sand size, ±13% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-angular conglomerate (quartz and mica, fine sand to coarse 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Not observed. 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to very coarse sand size, ±5% of 
the coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction) 
Micromass: light brown dotted clay with undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few  
mineral and compound grain surfaces (less than 1% of total area) 
Summary: Modified parent material—modern topsoil.  Differences in microfacies 3 and 
2 possibly attributable to difference in compaction. 
531 
3AK-003 Microfacies #: 2 (Relative depth: 2.5-3.6 cm) 
Texture:  
Poorly sorted clay loam; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Apedal complex microstructure (chambers and vughs);  
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 3/1;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Angular to sub-angular grains of quartz (silt to coarse 
sand size, ±35% of coarse fraction); angular grains of mica (silt to fine 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction); angular to sub-rounded grains of 
feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±10% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare 
minerals (fine sand to medium sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction). 
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Angular to sub-rounded 
sandstone (fine sand to very coarse sand size, ±13% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-angular conglomerate (quartz and mica, fine sand to coarse 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Not observed. 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to very coarse sand size, ±5% of 
the coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction) 
Micromass: light brown dotted clay with undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few  
mineral and compound grain surfaces (less than 1% of total area) 
Summary: Modified parent material—modern topsoil.  Differences in microfacies 3 and 
2 possibly attributable to difference in compaction. 
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3AK-003 Microfacies #: 1 (Relative depth: 3.6-6.2 cm) 
Texture:  
Poorly sorted clay loam; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Apedal vughy microstructure 
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 3/2;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Angular to sub-angular grains of quartz (silt to coarse 
sand size, ±35% of coarse fraction); angular grains of mica (silt to fine 
sand size, ±10% of coarse fraction); angular to sub-rounded grains of 
feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±10% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare 
minerals (fine sand to medium sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction). 
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Angular to sub-rounded 
sandstone (fine sand to very coarse sand size, ±13% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-angular conglomerate (quartz and mica, fine sand to coarse 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Not observed. 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to very coarse sand size, ±10% of 
the coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction) 
Micromass: light brown dotted clay with undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few  
mineral and compound grain surfaces (less than 1% of total area) 
Summary: Modified parent material, aggregated differently than microfacies 2 and 3.  
Also contains greater amount of charcoal, possibly from bioturbation occurring over a 
long period of time.  May be historical topsoil deposited on top of refuse layer (similar to 
microfacies 3 on thin section 3AK-004). 
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Thin Section ID: 3AK-004 
Site Name: Fairbanks House       Sector: Outbuilding     Excavation # : 130    Profile: E 
Thin section size (Width x Height in cm):  7.5 × 5 
Number of microfacies: 3 (4) 
Boundaries: 1 to 2 = Diffuse wavy; 2 to 3 = Sharp smooth; p.f. to 1 & 2 = Diffuse irregular 
 
Plane Polarized Light (PPL) 
 
Cross Prolarized Light (XPL) 
 
Thin section slide from block 3AK-004 (7.5 × 5 cm). 
Passage feature (p.f.) cuts into microfacies 1 and 2 
 
  
2 
1 
p.f. 
3 
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Representative groundmass 
of microfacies 3, showing 
mixture of outwash and 
anthropogenic content 
(PPL) 
 
Interface between microfacies 
3 and 2 (PPL) 
 
Representative groundmass of 
microfacies 2, with possible 
trampled furnace scale (PPL) 
 
Representative groundmass 
of microfacies 1, showing 
compact microstructure 
(PPL) 
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3AK-004 Microfacies #: 3 (Relative depth: 0.0-1.5 cm) 
Texture:  
Poorly sorted clay loam; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Apedal complex (granular and vughy);  
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 3/1;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Angular to sub-angular grains of quartz (silt to coarse 
sand size, ±35% of coarse fraction); angular grains of mica (silt to fine 
sand size, ±10% of coarse fraction); angular to sub-rounded grains of 
feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±10% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare 
minerals (fine sand to medium sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction). 
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Angular to sub-rounded 
sandstone (fine sand to very coarse sand size, ±13% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-angular conglomerate (quartz and mica, fine sand to coarse 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Not observed. 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to very coarse sand size, ±10% of 
the coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction) 
Micromass: light brown dotted clay with undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few  
mineral and compound grain surfaces (less than 1% of total area) 
Summary: Modified parent material.  Microfacies contains greater amount of charcoal 
than microfacies above it in 3AK-003, possibly from bioturbation occurring over a long 
period of time.  May be historical topsoil deposited on top of refuse layer (similar to 
microfacies 1 on thin section 3AK-003). 
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3AK-004 Microfacies #: 2 (Relative depth: 1.5-2.5 cm) 
Texture:  
Poorly sorted silty clay; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Complex microstructure (granular and vughy);  
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 1/1;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Angular to sub-angular grains of quartz (silt to coarse 
sand size, ±20% of coarse fraction); angular grains of mica (silt to fine 
sand size, ±5% of coarse fraction); angular to sub-rounded grains of 
feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±5% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare 
minerals (fine sand to medium sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction). 
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Angular to sub-rounded 
sandstone (fine sand to very coarse sand size, ±8% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-angular conglomerate (quartz and mica, fine sand to coarse 
sand size, ±15% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Not observed. 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to gravel size, ±40% of the coarse 
fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the coarse 
fraction) 
Micromass: dark brown, limpid; undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few 
mineral and compound grain surfaces, and charcoal channels (less than 1% of  
total area) 
Summary: Deposit of material that was either levigated or is unrelated to parent material 
(based on reduced quantity of quartzite sand).   Contains high quantities of anthropogenic 
artifacts (e.g., furnace scale, slag).  May represent material periodically removed from 
domestic fireplaces in the Fairbanks House, or may be industrial waste material brought 
from off-site.  Differences between microfacies 1 and 2 attributable to compaction. 
537 
3AK-004 Microfacies #: 1 (Relative depth: 2.5-4.5cm) 
Texture:  
Well sorted clay; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Vughy microstructure (more massive than surrounding sub-units); 
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: double-space porphyric;  
 ratio: 1/10+;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Sub-angular grains of quartz (silt size, ±10% of coarse 
fraction); angular grains of mica (silt size, ±5% of coarse fraction); sub-
rounded rare minerals (silt to fine sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction)..  
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Sub-angular to sub-rounded 
conglomerate (quartz, feldspar, and mica, fine sand to coarse sand size, 
±3% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Sub-rounded slag nodules (silt to gravel size, ±20% 
of the coarse fraction); angular furnace scale fragments (fine sand to 
coarse sand size, ±30% of the coarse fraction). 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to coarse sand size, 25% of the 
coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction). 
Micromass: dark brown, limpid; undifferentiated b-fabric. 
Pedofeatures 
• None observed  
Summary: Deposit of material that was either levigated or is unrelated to parent material 
(based on reduced quantity of quartzite sand).   Contains high quantities of anthropogenic 
artifacts (e.g., furnace scale, slag).  May represent material periodically removed from 
domestic fireplaces in the Fairbanks House, or may be industrial waste material brought 
from off-site.  Differences between microfacies 1 and 2 attributable to compaction. 
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Thin Section ID: 3AK-005 
Site Name: Fairbanks House       Sector: Outbuilding     Excavation # : 130    Profile: E 
Thin section size (Width x Height in cm):  5 × 7.5 
Number of microfacies: 2 (3) 
Boundaries: 1 to 2 = Diffuse irregular; p.f. to 1 = Clear irregular;  
 
Plane Polarized Light (PPL) Cross Polarized Light (XPL) 
 
 
 
 
Thin section slide from block 3AK-005 (5 × 7.5 cm). Passage feature (p.f.) cuts into 
microfacies 1 
 
 
Representative groundmass 
of microfacies 1, showing 
open microstructure (PPL) 
 
Representative groundmass of 
microfacies 2, showing 
compact microstructure (PPL) 
 
Charcoal degradation in 
microfacies 1 (XPL) 
2 
p.f. 1 
2 
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3AK-005 Microfacies #: 2 (Relative depth:0.0-2.8 cm) 
Texture:  
Well-sorted clay; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Complex (chamber and vughy--more massive than surrounding sub-units);  
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 1/3;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Sub-angular grains of quartz (silt size, ±13% of coarse 
fraction); angular grains of mica (silt size, ±5% of coarse fraction); sub-
rounded rare minerals (silt to fine sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction)..  
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Sub-angular to sub-rounded 
conglomerate (quartz, feldspar, and mica, fine sand to coarse sand size, 
±3% of coarse fraction); sub-rounded sandstone (fine sand to coarse sand 
size, ±2% of coarse fraction);. 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Sub-rounded slag nodules (silt to gravel size, ±15% 
of the coarse fraction); angular furnace scale fragments (fine sand to 
coarse sand size, ±35% of the coarse fraction). 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to coarse sand size, 20% of the 
coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction). 
Micromass: dark brown, limpid; undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• None observed 
Summary: Deposit of material that was either levigated or is unrelated to parent material 
(based on reduced quantity of quartzite sand).   Contains high quantities of anthropogenic 
artifacts (e.g, furnace scale, slag).  May represent material periodically removed from 
domestic fireplaces in the Fairbanks House, or may be industrial waste material brought 
from off-site.  Differences between microfacies 1 and 2 attributable to compaction.  
Similarly, color differences between 3AK-005, 3AK-006, and 3AK-007 also possibly 
attributable to varying levels of compaction.
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3AK-005 Microfacies #: 1 (Relative depth: 0.0-6.3cm) 
Texture:  
Well-sorted clay; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Complex (granular and crumb)  
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 1/3;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Sub-angular grains of quartz (silt size, ±10% of coarse 
fraction); angular grains of mica (silt size, ±5% of coarse fraction); sub-
rounded rare minerals (silt to fine sand size, ±2% of coarse fraction)..  
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Sub-angular to sub-rounded 
conglomerate (quartz, feldspar, and mica, fine sand to coarse sand size, 
±3% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Sub-rounded slag nodules (silt to gravel size, ±15% 
of the coarse fraction); angular furnace scale fragments (fine sand to 
coarse sand size, ±20% of the coarse fraction). 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (fine sand to gravel size, 40% of the 
coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction). 
Micromass: dark brown, limpid; undifferentiated b-fabric. 
Pedofeatures 
• Intrusive: rare discontinous coatings of orangey clay, less than 5µm thick, on few  
charcoal channels (~3% of total area) 
Summary: Deposit of material that was either levigated or is unrelated to parent material 
(based on reduced quantity of quartzite sand).   Contains high quantities of anthropogenic 
artifacts (e.g., furnace scale, slag).  May represent material periodically removed from 
domestic fireplaces in the Fairbanks House, or may be industrial waste material brought 
from off-site.  Differences between microfacies 1 and 2 attributable to compaction.  
Similarly, color differences between 3AK-005, 3AK-006, and 3AK-007 also possibly 
attributable to varying levels of compaction.
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Thin Section ID: 3AK-006 
Site Name: Fairbanks House       Sector: Outbuilding     Excavation # : 134    Profile: E 
Thin section size (Width x Height in cm):  5 × 7.5 
Number of microfacies: 2 (3) 
Boundaries: all to p.f = Diffuse irregular; 1a to 1b = Gradual smooth (inclined) 
 
Plane Polarized Light (PPL) Cross Polarized Light (XPL) 
 
 
 
Thin section slide from block 3AK-006 (5 × 7.5 cm). Passage feature (p.f.) cuts into 
microfacies 1 
 
 
Representative groundmass 
of microfacies 1a, showing 
open microstructure (PPL) 
 
Representative groundmass of 
microfacies 1b, showing 
compact microstructure (PPL) 
 
Example fragment of 
furnace scale (PPL) 
p.f. 
1a 
1b 
1a 
p.f. 
p.f. 
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3AK-006 Microfacies #: 1a (Relative depth: 0.0-6.3cm) 
Texture:  
Well sorted silt clay 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Complex microstructure (crumb and granular) 
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 1/3;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Sub-angular grains of quartz (silt size, ±10% of coarse 
fraction); angular grains of mica (silt size, ±3% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-rounded grains of feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±2% of 
coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare minerals (silt to fine sand size, ±2% of 
coarse fraction). 
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Sub-angular to sub-rounded 
conglomerate (quartz, feldspar, and mica, fine sand to coarse sand size, 
±3% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Sub-rounded slag nodules (silt to gravel size, ±20% 
of the coarse fraction); angular furnace scale fragments (fine sand to 
coarse sand size, ±30% of the coarse fraction). 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to coarse sand size, 25% of the 
coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction). 
Micromass: brown, limpid; undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• None observed 
Summary: Deposit of material that was either levigated or is unrelated to parent material 
(based on reduced quantity of quartzite sand).   Contains high quantities of anthropogenic 
artifacts (e.g., furnace scale, slag).  May represent material periodically removed from 
domestic fireplaces in the Fairbanks House, or may be industrial waste material brought 
from off-site.  Differences between microfacies 1a and 1b attributable to compaction.  
Similarly, color differences between 3AK-005, 3AK-006, and 3AK-007 also possibly 
attributable to varying levels of compaction.
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3AK-006 Microfacies #: 1b (Relative depth: 2.5-4.5cm) 
Texture:  
Well sorted silt clay; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Complex microstructure (vughy and chamber) 
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 1/4;  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Sub-angular grains of quartz (silt size, ±30% of coarse 
fraction); angular grains of mica (silt size, ±5% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-rounded grains of feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±3% of 
coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare minerals (silt to fine sand size, ±2% of 
coarse fraction). 
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Sub-angular to sub-rounded 
conglomerate (quartz, feldspar, and mica, fine sand size, ±5% of coarse 
fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Sub-rounded slag nodules (silt to fine sand size, 
±10% of the coarse fraction); angular furnace scale fragments (fine sand to 
coarse sand size, ±15% of the coarse fraction). 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to coarse sand size, 25% of the 
coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction). 
Micromass: brown, limpid; undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• None observed 
Summary: Deposit of material that was either levigated or is unrelated to parent material 
(based on reduced quantity of quartzite sand).   Contains high quantities of anthropogenic 
artifacts (e.g., furnace scale, slag).  May represent material periodically removed from 
domestic fireplaces in the Fairbanks House, or may be industrial waste material brought 
from off-site.  Differences between microfacies 1a and 1b attributable to compaction.  
Similarly, color differences between 3AK-005, 3AK-006, and 3AK-007 also possibly 
attributable to varying levels of compaction.
544 
Thin Section ID: 3AK-007 
Site Name: Fairbanks House       Sector: Outbuilding     Excavation # : 134    Profile: E 
Thin section size (Width x Height in cm):  5 × 7.5 
Number of microfacies: 1 (2) 
Boundaries: 1 to p.f = Diffuse irregular 
 
Plane Polarized Light (PPL) Cross Polarized Light (XPL) 
 
 
 
Thin section slide from block 3AK-007 (5 × 7.5 cm). Passage feature (p.f.) cuts into 
microfacies 1 
 
 
Representative groundmass of 
microfacies 1 (PPL) 
 
Detail of slag nodule from 
microfacies 1 (PLP) 
 
Detail of plant matter from 
microfacies 1 (PLP) 
1 
p.f. 
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3AK-007 Microfacies #: 1 (Relative depth: 0.0-6.4cm) 
Texture:  
Well sorted silt clay; 
Microstructure and Porosity: 
Complex microstructure (crumb and granular) 
Groundmass 
c/f2µ
c/f-related distribution pattern: porphyric;  
 ratio: 1/4;  
Coarse material:  
Coarse material:  
Single Mineral Grains: Sub-angular grains of quartz (silt size, ±10% of coarse 
fraction); angular grains of mica (silt size, ±3% of coarse fraction); 
angular to sub-rounded grains of feldspar (silt to fine sand size, ±2% of 
coarse fraction); sub-rounded rare minerals (silt to fine sand size, ±2% of 
coarse fraction). 
Compound Mineral Grains and Rock Fragments: Sub-angular to sub-rounded 
conglomerate (quartz, feldspar, and mica, fine sand to coarse sand size, 
±3% of coarse fraction). 
Inorganic Residues of Biological Origin: Not observed. 
Anthropogenic Artifacts: Sub-rounded slag nodules (silt to gravel size, ±10% 
of the coarse fraction); angular furnace scale fragments (fine sand to 
gravel size, ±25% of the coarse fraction). 
Organic: Angular charcoal fragments (silt to coarse sand size, 40% of the 
coarse fraction); plant residues (silt to medium sand size, ±5% of the 
coarse fraction). 
Micromass: brown, limpid; undifferentiated b-fabric.  
Pedofeatures 
• None observed 
Summary: Deposit of material that was either levigated or is unrelated to parent material 
(based on reduced quantity of quartzite sand).   Contains high quantities of anthropogenic 
artifacts (e.g., furnace scale, slag).  May represent material periodically removed from 
domestic fireplaces in the Fairbanks House, or may be industrial waste material brought 
from off-site.  Color differences between 3AK-005, 3AK-006, and 3AK-007 also 
possibly attributable to varying levels of compaction.  
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APPENDIX THREE 
MINIMUM VESSEL COUNTS FOR OUTBUILDING FEATURE ASSEMBLAGE 
 
WARE 
TYPE DECORATION 
IDENTIFIED 
VESSEL FORMS 
  
  
Plate Saucer Bowl Cup Pitcher Platter 
Creamware Plain 1  1    
        
Pearlware Plain 6 
 
1 
   
 Blue transfer-printed 4 
  
6 
  
 Blue shell-edged 
      
 Green shell-edged 1 
     
 
Hand-painted, 
   polychrome (early) 
   
1 
  
 
Hand-painted, 
   blue-on-white 
   
1 
  
 Annular ware     
1 
 
 
       Whiteware Plain 14 
     
 Blue transfer-printed 7 
  
4 2 2 
 Pink transfer-printed 2 
  
1 
  
 Brown transfer-printed 
   
6 
  
 Black transfer-printed 
      
 Blue shell-edged 14 
     
 Green shell-edged 
      
 
Hand-painted, 
   polychrome (late) 
  
2 
   
 Annular ware   
1 
   
        Whiteware- Plain 1 1 
    type Blue transfer-printed 
    
2 
 
 Brown transfer-printed       
 Blue shell-edged 1      
 Green shell-edged       
 
Hand-painted, 
   blue-on-white 
   
1 
  
 Annular ware   
1 
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WARE 
TYPE DECORATION 
IDENTIFIED 
VESSEL FORMS 
  
  
Sauce 
Boat Dish Tankard Chamberpot Urinal Pan 
Creamware Plain   1 1   
        
Pearlware Plain 
   
2 
  
 Blue transfer-printed 
      
 Blue shell-edged 
      
 Green shell-edged 
      
 
Hand-painted, 
   polychrome (early) 
      
 
Hand-painted, 
   blue-on-white 
 
1 
    
 Annular ware 
      
 
       Whiteware Plain 
      
 Blue transfer-printed 
      
 Pink transfer-printed 
      
 
Brown transfer-
printed 
      
 
Black transfer-
printed 
      
 Blue shell-edged       
 Green shell-edged       
 
Hand-painted, 
   polychrome (late) 
      
 Annular ware       
        Whiteware- Plain 
      type Blue transfer-printed 1 
     
 
Brown transfer-
printed 
      
 Blue shell-edged       
 Green shell-edged       
 
Hand-painted, 
   blue-on-white 
      
 Annular ware 
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WARE 
TYPE DECORATION 
IDENTIFIED 
VESSEL FORMS 
 
  
Patty Pan Crock 
Flower 
Pot Jug Bottle 
Creamware Plain      
       
Pearlware Plain 
     
 Blue transfer-printed      
 Blue shell-edged      
 Green shell-edged      
 
Hand-painted, 
   polychrome (early) 
     
 
Hand-painted, 
   blue-on-white 
     
 Annular ware 
     
 
      Whiteware Plain 
     
 Blue transfer-printed      
 Pink transfer-printed      
 
Brown transfer-
printed 
     
 
Black transfer-
printed 
     
 Blue shell-edged 
     
 Green shell-edged 
     
 
Hand-painted, 
   polychrome (late) 
     
 Annular ware      
       Whiteware- Plain 
     type Blue transfer-printed 
     
 
Brown transfer-
printed 
     
 Blue shell-edged      
 Green shell-edged      
 
Hand-painted, 
   blue-on-white 
     
 Annular ware      
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WARE 
TYPE DECORATION 
UNIDENTIFIED 
VESSEL FORMS  
TOTAL 
VESSELS 
  
Hollowware Flatware Unidentified  
 Creamware Plain 17 47 33 101  
     
 
 
Pearlware Plain 3 113 2 127 
 
 Blue transfer-printed 4 7 6 
27 
 
 Blue shell-edged  
57 3 60 
 
 Green shell-edged  
9 
 
10 
 
 
Hand-painted, 
   polychrome (early) 1 
  
2 
 
 
Hand-painted, 
   blue-on-white 
 
1 1 
4 
 
 Annular ware 3 1 
 
5 
 
 
    
 
 Whiteware Plain 2 9 
 
25 
 
 Blue transfer-printed 4 9  
28 
 
 Pink transfer-printed 1 11 6 
21 
 
 
Brown transfer-
printed 2 
  
8 
 
 
Black transfer-
printed 
  
2 
2 
 
 Blue shell-edged 
 
29 
 
43 
 
 Green shell-edged 
 
1 
 
1 
 
 
Hand-painted, 
   polychrome (late) 3 
  
5 
 
 Annular ware 
   
1 
 
 
    
 
 Whiteware- Plain 1 13 6 22 
 type Blue transfer-printed 8 15 19 45 
 
 
Brown transfer-
printed 
  
2 
2 
 
 Blue shell-edged  
61 9 71 
 
 Green shell-edged  
1 
 
1 
 
 
Hand-painted, 
   blue-on-white 
  
2 
3 
 
 Annular ware   
1 2 
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WARE 
TYPE DECORATION 
IDENTIFIED 
VESSEL FORMS 
  
  
Plate Saucer Bowl Cup Pitcher Platter 
Stone China/ Plain 2 5 4    
Ironstone Blue transfer-printed 6      
        Yellowware 
     
1 
 
        
        Coarse 
       Earthenware 
       
        
        American 
Stoneware 
       
 
       Rhenish 
Stoneware 
       
        White Salt- 
Glazed 
Stoneware 
       
        Unidentified 
Stoneware 
       
        
        Chinese 
Export 
Hand-painted,  
   polychrome 
   
13 
  Porcelain Hand-painted,    blue-on-white 
   
3 
  
 
       Unidentified Plain 2 2 1 
   Porcelain Gilded 1 1 1 3 
  
 Flow blue 
   
1 
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WARE 
TYPE DECORATION 
IDENTIFIED 
VESSEL FORMS 
  
  
Sauce 
Boat Dish Tankard Chamberpot Urinal Pan 
Stone China/ Plain    4 1  
Ironstone Blue transfer-printed       
 
       Yellowware 
      
1 
 
       
 
       Coarse 
       Earthenware 
      
15 
 
       
 
       American 
Stoneware 
       
 
       Rhenish 
Stoneware 
       
 
       White Salt- 
Glazed 
Stoneware 
       
        Unidentified 
Stoneware 
       
 
       
 
       Chinese 
Export 
Hand-painted,  
   polychrome 
      Porcelain Hand-painted,    blue-on-white 
      
 
       Unidentified Plain 
      Porcelain Gilded 
      
 Flow blue 
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WARE TYPE DECORATION 
IDENTIFIED 
VESSEL FORMS 
  
  
Patty 
Pan Crock 
Flower 
Pot Jug Bottle 
Stone China/ Plain      
Ironstone Blue transfer-printed      
 
      Yellowware 
      
 
      
 
      Coarse 
      Earthenware 
 
2 8 2 
 
1 
 
      
 
      American 
Stoneware 
    
2 1 
 
    
1 
 Rhenish 
Stoneware 
      
 
      White Salt- 
Glazed 
Stoneware 
      
       Unidentified 
Stoneware 
      
 
      
 
      Chinese 
Export 
Hand-painted,  
   polychrome 
     Porcelain Hand-painted,    blue-on-white 
     
 
      Unidentified Plain 
     Porcelain Gilded 
     
 Flow blue 
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WARE 
TYPE DECORATION 
UNIDENTIFIED 
VESSEL FORMS  
TOTAL 
VESSELS 
  
Hollowware Flatware Unidentified 
 Stone China/ Plain 12 3 6 37 
Ironstone Blue transfer-printed 1 15 3 25 
      Yellowware 
 
6 
 
1 9 
      
      Coarse 
     Earthenware 
 
21 
 
7 56 
      
      American 
Stoneware 
    
3 
 
     Rhenish 
Stoneware 
    
1 
      White Salt- 
Glazed 
Stoneware 
 
1 
  
1 
      Unidentified 
Stoneware 
   
2 2 
      
      Chinese 
Export 
Hand-painted, 
   polychrome 
   
13 
Porcelain Hand-painted,     blue-on-white 
 
1 
 
4 
 
     Unidentified Plain 
 
4 1 10 
Porcelain Gilded 
   
6 
 Flow blue 
   
1 
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APPENDIX FOUR 
TRANSCRIPTION OF JONATHAN FAIRBANKS' 1668  
PROBATE INVENTORY 
 
In the Parlor £ s d 
 
15 Bookes 0 18 0 
 
in money 9s 8d the purse wherein the money is 4d 0 10 0 
 
the wearing woollen Apparrell of the deceased one hatt bootes shirt 5 7 0 
 
his wearing linen 1 1 0 
 
one bedstead one matt on bed board 0 10 0 
 
bed Curtaines 15s one blue Rugg 2 blankets one pr 6  of sheets 10 0 
 
3£ 15s one flock bed, one feather bolster, 2 feather pillows 2 pillows 
 
one trundle bedstead bedboard & matt 0 6 0 
 
one Coverlid one blanket & one bed tick 1 5 0 
 
2 feather pillowes 12s, one livery Cubbert 1£ 5s 1 17 0 
 
one sea chest 3s 2 chayres 6s one old warming 2s 6d 0 11 6 
 
one brass salt 3 old powter bottles 2s one little old Box, with small 0 3 4 
 
things in it 1s one reele 4d 
 
one brass diall 2s one drying iron 1s one dore lock 1s 0 4 0 
 
one parcell of rogue 1s, one brush 8d one brass bottle 6d 0 2 2 
 
Severall Earthen potts, 1s 6d, 2 pr 0 of spectacles with the Case 1s 2 6 
 
old skins an old steele 3s 6d, one Sword 8s, one Cutles 4s, 2 gunnes 
1£ one musquet & rest 1s 
1 16 6 
 
one halfe pike 2s 6d one […] staff 1s another staff 4d 0 3 10 
 
2 baskets & some small things in them  & bandeleer 4s 0 4 0 
     In the Hall £ s d 
 
2 old tables one forme 3s 6d one chayre 2s 6d 0 6 0 
 
one brass skillet 5s one old skillet 1s 6d 0 6 6 
 
one old skillet 7s one iron pott 5s 2pr 0  pothookes 2s 6d 14 6 
 
2 [hakes?] 2s 6d 2 cobirons 10s fyer shovell & tongues 5s 0 17 6 
 
one spitt 2s one frying pann 2s pr 0  [dishes?] 2s 6d trencher 6d 10 8 
 
2 earthen potts 8d 2 pails 3s one paile without [baile?] 6d 
 
6 wooden platters 1s 6d one box 6d 2 wooden bottles 1s 0 3 8 
 
one Tobacco knife & Trencher 8d 
 
6 Alchemy spoones 1s 3d one pewter wine cup 9d 0 2 0 
 
4 pewter dishes 8s 2 pieces of old pewter 1s 0 9 0 
 
one painted dish & one gally dish 1s 4 spinning wheels 1£ 2s 1 3 0 
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In the Parlor chamber £ s d 
 
one bedstead line[?] & matt 8s the bedding thereupon 2£ 8 2 16 0 
 
one piece of new cotton cloath 0 18 0 
 
9 sheets 2 pillowbeers & one short table cloath 3 0 0 
 
12 pr 2  of Linen 14s, 2 old sheets & 3 pieces of old linen 10 0 
 
new linnen 15 yrds 
 
one piece of English Cotton, one snapsack one powder horne & 
powder in it 0 5 0 
 
one chest & one box 0 17 0 
     In the Roome called the new house £ s d 
 
5 pitchforkes 3 rakes, one of them being an iron rake 0 9 
 
 
3 keelers one halfe bushell, one halfe peck & some lumber 0 9 
 
 
one cheese press, 2 cheese fatts, & a screw to [grind?] Ropes 0 12 6 
 
rimms for spinning wheels & some lumber 5s 
 
one beetle, foure wedges one draft chaine & other irons 2 4 0 
 
3 spades 4 howes & 3 shovells 0 10 0 
 
2 cross cutt sawes, one tow comb, 5 old sickles, iron ballet 0 11 0 
     In the chamber in the new house £ s d 
 
Indian Corne Rye Pease & wheate 2 3 0 
 
Hemp flax & Ropes 1 0 0 
     In the Working celler £ s d 
 
2 vises & one turning lath & other small things in that roome 1 0 0 
     In Another Celler £ s d 
 
4 beere vessells 3 tables one chayre 5 keelers 3 Trays[?] 1 17 0 
 
one old Cubbert, cheese butter beefe & Tallow 
     In the Celler yard £ s d 
 
4 vessells with Cider in them, one powdering Tubb with some 1 16 0 
 
porke in it & and some Apples 
     In the Hall chamber £ s d 
 
many small tools for turning & other the like worke 3 0 0 
 
sheepes woole Cotton woole 8s linen yarne & Cotton yarne 1 9 0 
 
12s 3 Tubbs 2 keelers on same & small lumber 
 
Scales & weights & lead 0 4 6 
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Hops in a bag 0 1 6 
     In the Garret chamber £ s d 
 
some Indian Corne & an old form 0 4 0 
     In the yard £ s d 
 
one cider press, with those things belonging thereto 2 Grindstones 1 0 0 
     In Cattle £ s d 
 
3 swine with the Piggs belonging to one of them 2 5 0 
 
4 Cowes & one yearling Calfe 14 0 0 
 
2 Steers about 4 yeares old 8 0 0 
 
hay in the barne & other fodder 3 0 0 
     In the Houses & Lands £ s d 
 
In the home Lott with the division of Land in the Wigwam 150 0 0 
 
plane the orchard & all the buildings thereupon 
 
the 8 cow commons 16 0 0 
 
6 Acres of meadow in broad meadow 15 0 0 
 
2 Acres of fowls meadow & Comon meadow there 6 0 0 
 
22 Acres of meadow on Purgatory plane 22 0 0 
 
4 Acres in the Low plane 8 0 0 
 
in Natick Deuicent-24 Acres [20?] 0 0 
 
Land in the Clapboard Trees 2 0 0 
 
Swamp in the great Cedar swamp neere the saw mills 4 0 0 
 
at Wallumnappeage & cow commons 8 0 0 
 
rights at Paucumtack 3 0 0 
     
TOTAL £336 6s 2d 
 
Source: SCPR, Docket #918  
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APPENDIX FIVE 
TRANSCRIPTION OF EBENEZER FAIRBANKS JR.S' 1833  
PROBATE INVENTORY 
 
50 Acres Home Stead including House Barns and out Building the land $2500.00 under Adjoining same 
7 Acres Woodland in Purgatory Swamp 140.00 
7 Acres Meadow in Canton[?] 280.00 
3 Acres Meadow in Greenlodge 100.00 
6 Acres School House lot 220.00 
6 Acres Scotch Farm 220.00 
4 Acres Draper Swamp 300.00 
4 Acres Herring Swamp 60.00 
40 Acres Plain Lot 800.00 
12 Acres Harris & Fales mowing Lot 700.00 
16 Acres Harris & Fales Pasture 400.00 
3 ½ Acres Smith wood Lot 35.00 
Pew No. 14 in Rev. Mr. Samson Meeting House^[…?] 138.33 
Horse Shead at the Meeting house 10.00 
 
1 Horse $30.00 
1 Yoke Oxen 65.00 
11 Cows 175.00 
4 Pigs 16.00 
 
Hay in New Barn $110.00 
Hay in the Old Barn 175.00 
Lot Husks in Old Barn 3.00 
Stack hay in Barn yard 15.00 
Stack hay in Canton Meadow 15.00 
 
Lot Manure $30.00 
40 Bushels Corn 35.00 
Ullage Barrel Beans 2.00 
7 Rakes 1.00 
Lot Syths & Snaithes[?] 2.00 
2 Shovels & 3 Dung Forks 2.00 
Lot Chains 8.00 
1 Ditching Spade 1.00 
Lot Horse traces &c. 5.00 
Lot Ox Yoakes 3.00 
3 Ploughs 10.00 
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Lot Hay forks 1.00 
Lot Baskets 1.50 
Lot Old Iron 2.00 
4 Ladders 1.50 
1 Hay Cutter 0.30 
1 Sleigh 5.00 
Lot Measures 0.40 
1 Market Waggon & Harniss 25.00 
1 Covered Waggon & Harniss 50.00 
2 Iron Bars 2.00 
Lot hoes 2.00 
1 Ox Waggon 25.00 
Hay Riging 2.50 
1 Harrow 2.50 
1 Ox Cart 20.00 
1 Chaise & Harniss 90.00 
1 Stone Drag 0.75 
Lot of Lumber 6.00 
1 Wheel Barrow 3.00 
Axes & Beetle & Wages [wedges] 6.00 
1 Ox Sld 6.00 
 
 
Furniture in the House 
 
 
East Room  Bed Bedstead & Beding $15.00 
1 Desk 3.00 
4 Chairs 4.00 
 
Sitting Room  10 Green Chairs $3.00 
1 Clock 15.00 
1 Silver Watch 8.00 
1 Table 1.00 
1 Looking Glass 1.00 
1 Light Stand 0.50 
Fire Sett Brush & Bellows 2.00 
 
East Chamber  1 Bed w/ Bedstead & Beding $8.00 
 
Back Room  2 Chests $1.00 
1 Chest Draws 1.00 
1 Table 1.00 
3 Chairs 0.75 
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Meal Chest 1.00 
1 Iron Kettle 2.50 
Lot Earthen Glass & Stone ware 2.00 
Lot Iron Ware 6.00 
Brass Ware 6.00 
8 Milk Kans 2.00 
4 Milk pails 0.75 
2 Milk Tubs 1.50 
Earthen Ware 2.00 
Tin & Wodden Ware 3.00 
 
In the Kitchen  Pewter Ware $3.00 
3 pair flat Irons 1.50 
1 Table 1.00 
7 Old Chairs 1.00 
1 Fire Sett 1.50 
 
South Bedroom  Bedstead bed & Beding $7.00 
2 Chairs & 1 Table 0.75 
 
West Bedroom  Bedstead Bed & Beding $7.00 
 
South Chamber  Bedstead Bed & Beding $15.00 
 
Front Chamber  Bedstead Bed & Beding $7.00 
1 Desk $2.50. Trunk $2. Chest Drawers $1.50 6.00 
 
Front Room  1 Fire Sett $12.00 
Large table $3. Small table $2. Light Stand $1.50 6.50 
8 Chairs $3. Looking Glass $1.50. Five Waiters $2.50 7.00 
3 Doz. Knives & forks $3. Crockery & Glass ware $10 15.00 
3 Large & 2 Small Silver Spoons & Sugar tongs 10.00 
2 Glass Lamps & 2 Brass Lamps 2.00 
 
In Cellar  300 Bushels Potatoes $105.00 
3 Hhds. [hogsheads] Cider $20. Empty Casks & Tubs $5 25.00 
500 lbs.  Salt Pork $40. Six pots Lard $7. 47.00 
8 Legs Bacon 10.00 
 
6 pair pillow Cases $1. Six pairs Cotton Sheets $5 $6.00 
24 Diaper Towels $3. Eight Diaper table Cloths $10 13.00 
2 pair Sheets $4. One White Counterpin $5 9.00 
Waring Apparrell 15.00 
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Lot Strawberrys Boxes $3. Lot Books $10. $13.00 
3 fowling pieces $5. One Ox & One Horse Saddle $2 7.00 
1 Grind Stone 2.00 
 
 
Real Estate 
 
$5903.33 
Personal Estate $1391.70 
 
TOTAL 
 
$7295.03 
 
 
Source: NCPR, Docket #6442  
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APPENDIX SIX 
2012 FAIRBANKS HOUSE MUSEUM VISITOR SURVEY 
 
 Fairbanks House Museum 
Visitor Survey 
 
The following survey is designed to collect demographic data and assess visitors' 
experiences at the Fairbanks House museum.  Participation in the survey should take 
between five and ten minutes and is entirely voluntary.  Survey responses are 
anonymous.  The data acquired from this survey will be used by the Fairbanks Family in 
America, Inc. Board of Directors to evaluate the tour program, museum publicity, and 
other aspects of the museum experience.  Data will also be used by graduate student 
Travis Parno, a PhD candidate in Boston University's Department of Archaeology.  
Parno's research is interested in how museum visitors engage with objects in historic 
house museums.  His work will be published in his PhD dissertation and presented in 
other scholarly forums such as monographs, journal articles, and conference papers. 
Please complete the questionnaire on the opposite side of this page.  Boston University 
students, employees of BU and BU Medical Campus, and children under the age of 18 
are excluded from completing the survey.  Feel free to skip questions you do not feel 
comfortable answering.  You may stop the survey at any time.  If you have any questions 
about how this data will be used, or if you are interested in participating in a more in-
depth interview about your tour experience, please contact Travis Parno or his faculty 
adviser, Christina Luke, via email at tgparn@bu.edu or cluke@bu.edu, or in writing at the 
following addresses: 
 Travis Parno Christina Luke 
 Boston University Boston University 
 Department of Archaeology Department of Archaeology 
 675 Commonwealth Avenue 675 Commonwealth Avenue 
 Boston, MA 02215 Boston, MA 02215 
If you do choose to contact Travis or Christina directly, your name and responses will be 
kept confidential and only discussed without attribution.  You may also obtain further 
information about your rights as a research subject by calling the BU CRC IRB Office at 
617-358-6115.  Thank you very much for your time and input, we greatly appreciate it.  
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 Fairbanks House Museum 
Visitor Survey 
 
1.  Hometown: _____________________ _____    ________________ 
 City    State    Country (if non-US) 
2.  Age (please circle one response): 18-25 26-35 36-45 46-55 56-65 66+ 
 
3.  Gender (please circle one response):  4.  Are you a Fairbanks descendant?  
 Male  Female   (please circle one response): 
       Yes No Not sure 
5.  How did you hear about the Fairbanks House? (please circle all that apply): 
 Website/search engine Family or friend Newspaper story Newsletter
 Facebook  Drive-by  Guide book   
 Other(s) (please specify): ________________ 
 
6.  What was unique
 
 about your visit to the Fairbanks House (as compared with 
other museums, 
 historical sites, etc.)? 
 
 
 
7.  To what extent do you think the inside of the Fairbanks House looks like it did 
from 1641-1900 (in terms of interior design, arrangement of objects, etc.)?  
(please circle one response) 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 Looks completely Looks exactly 
 different the same 
 
8.  How many of the objects in the house museum do you think were owned, used, 
and/or displayed by people who lived in the Fairbanks House?  
(please circle one response) 
None A few About half Most All 
 
9.  Which part(s) of the tour did you find the MOST interesting? 
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10.  How would you rate your overall experience at the Fairbanks House?  
(please circle one  response) 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 Not great Fantastic 
 
Additional Comments: 
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